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ABSTRACT
Whether made of stone, brick, or wood, the built environment is a bricolage
of materials, skills, aesthetics, and practical needs. This dissertation
disassembles the colonial and antebellum cityscape of Richmond, Virginia,
into its component parts in order to better understand the relationships
between builders, materials, and occupational knowledge as elements of
the built environment, as well as the building culture that united them. This
approach challenges the historically exalted place of architects and urban
planners as the primary producers of a city, and instead focuses on the
contributions of previously unknown carpenters, sawyers, joiners,
bricklayers, and masons. These craftsmen labored together in occupational
communities governed by generally accepted, though rarely written, rules
that guided not only their daily practices, but also Richmond's evolution
from a small port town to the industrial center of the antebellum South.
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Introduction
The Culture of Building
It was late in the day when I reached my place of rest and sat down to
enjoy the view. Here the river rushes down the falls, and you sit above the
murmur of them...near by stands Belvidere, the residence of Col. Byrd in
former times, when Richmond was a village and a plantation – farther off,
the Penitentiary with its white walls, the Armory, and the many mills and
factories worked by water-power are seen... and the busy city seems more
distant than it really is, as the evening landscape becomes obscure and the
confused sound of man comes like the hum of bees faintly to the ear.
Letter IV, circa 1850, John P. Little, History of Richmond1
As the anonymous author of Letter IV looked down over Richmond, Virginia, in
the late 1840s or early 1850s, he saw a cityscape comprised of discrete architectural
elements, each one of which represented some part of Richmond's growth and
development. The city's past was there, in William Byrd's residence, as was its present,
embodied in the mills that made Richmond an industrial center of the American South.
As the author looked across the landscape, he saw only finished structures. The buildings
– Belvidere, the Penitentiary, the Armory, the mills – all stood before him as completed
and individual entities. To his eye, purpose defined these structures and their proximity
to one another made them part of “the busy city.”
In reality, more than purpose and proximity tied these buildings together. Each
and every one of them, as well as the hundreds of others in Richmond, was a product of
the local building culture: “the coordinated system of knowledge, rules, and procedures
that is shared by people who participate in the building activity and that determines the
form buildings and cities take.” These shared processes and the shared knowledge of
1 John P. Little, History of Richmond (Richmond: The Dietz Printing Company, 1933), 188.
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what and how to build tie together the hundreds, thousands, and hundreds of thousands of
buildings that create a city's built environment. Participants in building activity craftsmen, clients, users, architects, real estate developers, government officials, and
material suppliers – direct the expression of a building culture, based on their own needs
and goals. Together, this web of human relationships and the system of shared
knowledge and procedure create continuity within the built environment, which in turn
allows for buildings that incorporate new architectural styles or new building technology
to exist harmoniously with older structures.2
This dissertation examines the evolution of Richmond's building culture from the
city's founding in 1737 to the eve of the Civil War in 1860. During this period,
Richmond grew from a small port town into the capital of Virginia and an industrial
center of the American South. As the city expanded, its building culture adapted to the
new needs of the growing population and the new demands of the state infrastructure.
However, this study reveals that alterations in Richmond's building culture were not
merely reflexive. Instead, the craftsmen who built Richmond implemented constant, but
often incremental, changes to their building culture that balanced collective knowledge of
against individual innovation in such a way that they created a coherent built
environment that uniquely suited the needs of both Richmond and its citizens.
Though this study may be read as a history of early Richmond or a study of
southern urban architectural history, its main goal is to examine how people think about
making objects. Material goods, including the built environment, are often assumed to
exist and receive scholarly attention only when subject to human action. This effaces the
2 Howard Davis, The Culture of Building (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 3, 5.
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processes of “making,” and by extension obscures the knowledge and skill that a person
used to create that object. By analyzing the built environment as a series of objects, I call
attention to the human ingenuity that created it. Historians often assume the presence of
buildings and landscapes without critically engaging with their creation. This study
counters this assumption by examining the human action that created the built
environment. As a theoretical framework, building culture incorporates both deliberate
learning and responsive practices within a system that encompasses the entire
construction process, thereby providing an effective way to analyze the “making” of the
built environment.
This study centers on Richmond, Virginia, for two reasons. The first is that urban
areas in the American South are generally understudied. The second is that Richmond's
growth pattern offers a way to understand both how the city related to the prevalent
culture of building in Virginia and how participants came together to forge a building
culture unique to Richmond. As the city established itself as a state capital and a regional
industrial center, it drew a vast array of talented craftsmen to the city, as well as an evergrowing populations of politicians, factory workers, enslaved people, lawyers, prisoners,
businessmen, and families, all of whom needed housing in which to live and spaces in
which work. The men in Richmond's building trades fed these demands, even as they
dealt with evolving occupational practices.
Building craftsmen are a problematic group of people to study. Men dominated
these occupations, and so consequently dominate this work. Women enter the narrative
when possible, but they appear only rarely. Itinerancy shaped many craftsmen's lives
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until they found a place where a steady demand for their skills offered the ability to settle
down. This study therefore privileges men who spent years working in Richmond's
building trades, though peripatetic craftsmen contributed to the development of its
building culture as well. The most difficult craftsmen to trace are those who were
enslaved. Seldom directly named or commented upon in construction records, they
played an integral role in the construction of all the buildings included in this study.
Unfortunately little remains of their individual lives or contributions, however. Named
individuals receive their due as active participants in the building process, though others
remain anonymous.
To untangle the complicated relationships between craftsmen, buildings, clients,
and materials, this study uses a multi-disciplinary approach, drawing on analytic methods
with their origins in material culture scholarship, architectural history, labor history and
urban history. Material culture offers ways to understand human/object relationships,
while architectural history provides the trajectory of change in the built environment to
which labor adapted in order to remain competitive in the marketplace. Labor history
elucidates the relationship between production processes and craftsmen's daily labor. As
a scholarly field, urban history has largely neglected southern cities, though case studies
of Richmond as a city reveal its changing role in the sectional politics of the nineteenth
century.
To borrow Henry Glassie's definition, “material culture is culture made material;
it is the inner wit at work in the world. Beginning necessarily with things, but not ending
with them, the study of material culture uses objects to approach human thought and
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action.” As an academic field, material culture studies matured concurrently with social
history and historical archaeology. It, too, sought to uncover the lived experiences of
men and women who were often absent from the documentary record. As it stretched
across disciplines, throughout time, and across geographic boundaries, material culture
coalesced around a thematic framework centered on consumption. The interpretive
flexibility of this approach allows scholars to understand objects as part of a relationship
between humans and consumer goods and services, as part of a process through which
goods and services move through an economy, and as elements of individual and societal
value systems. For Ann Smart Martin, the consumption framework represents:
a marked break from traditional Marxist disinterest in bourgeois and nonutilitarian goods and services. Moreover, it challenges a long-held disdain for the
study of 'fashion' and opens the door on one of women's most important historical
roles – as managers or participants in household consumption strategies. Finally,
the study of consumerism ultimately moves the scholarly eye from institutional
forces to personal choices.
These three themes (fashion, household consumption, and personal choice) have shaped
the majority of scholarly work on material culture over the last forty years.3
Seminal works in early American material culture, including Cary Carson et al's
Of Consuming Interests and Richard Bushman's The Refinement of America, use this
framework to explore the development of consumer societies in colonial and early
republican America. Both works emphasize personal choice and the role of social
emulation in the use of material objects as markers of identity and status. Both works
also tie the ability to consume to the development of industrial capitalism. Bushman, for

3 Henry Glassie, Material Culture (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999), 41; Ann Smart
Martin, “Makers, Buyers, and Users: Consumerism as a Material Culture Framework,” Winterthur
Portfolio, vol. 28, no. 2/3 (Summer-Autumn 1993), 142.
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example, contends that in a capitalist economy the populace must conscientiously work
hard to produce and then conscientiously consume. Cycles of production and
consumption became mutually reinforcing as consumers worked to accrue the capital that
would allow them to consume refined goods. Carson counters that demand came first,
and that “for a time the old handcraft industries supplied the needs of the first new
consumers.” These craft industries could not keep pace, and would eventually be
replaced by venture capitalists seeking to exploit the potential of home markets. Several
other authors have followed this framework as well, and treat material objects as goods
that exist to be consumed, rather than as objects that must be produced.4
One early work in the field offers a different interpretation of the consumption
framework. Neil McKendrick, John Brewer, and J. H. Plumb's The Birth of a Consumer
Society examines the demand side of the Industrial Revolution. In some ways, their work
closely mirrors that of Carson and Bushman, as they attribute the desire to consume to
social emulation and class competition, both of which were facilitated by the closely
stratified nature of eighteenth-century English society, the possibility of social mobility,
and the compulsive power of fashion. They differ quite significantly, though, in their
4 Richard Bushman, The Refinement of America: Persons, Houses, Cities (New York: Knopf, 1992);
Cary Carson, “The Consumer Revolution in Colonial British America: Why Demand?” in Cary Carson
and Ronald Hoffman, eds., Of Consuming Interests: The Style of Life in the Eighteenth Century
(Charlottesville : Published for the United States Capitol Historical Society by the University Press of
Virginia, 1994), 488. Other works include: Colin Campbell, The Romantic Ethic and the Spirit of
Modern Consumerism (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd, 1987); Jan de Vries, The Industrious Revolution:
Consumer Behavior and Household Economy, 1650 to the Present (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2008); Michael Zakim, Ready-Made Democracy: A History of Men's Dress in the American
Republic, 1760-1860 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003); Karen Halttunen, Confidence Men
and Painted Women: A Study of Middle-Class Culture in America, 1830-1870 (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1982); and David S. Shields, Material Culture in Anglo-America: Regional Identity
and Urbanity in the Tidewater, Lowcountry, and Caribbean (Columbia, S.C.: University of South
Carolina Press, 2009). A more recent and more anthropological study of the relationship between
consumption and material culture is Daniel Miller's Stuff, which explores how London residents
construct their personal lives through objects. Daniel Miller, Stuff, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010).
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focus on early industrialists who pioneered mass production, product differentiation, and
the commercialization of consumer culture. Men like Josiah Wedgwood differentiated
their products in the marketplace by selling them as a means through which the consumer
could distinguish himself among his peers via the desirable characteristics of the product.
These characteristics were usually ascribed to the object by the producer himself and then
cultivated through creative marketing. McKendrick, Brewer, and Plumb's “producers”
generally function less as producers and more as arbiters of taste and demand. The
objects themselves lacked all meaning until one was created for them by the retailer, and
that meaning only gained significance through the act of purchase.5
For all the new insights material culture has offered, reliance on a consumption
framework leaves largely untouched the study of material culture through production.
When scholars shifted their focus away from “the traditional historical interest in
producers,” they abandoned political and economic classifications of individuals, without
subsequently re-analyzing those producers through the lens of material culture.
Therefore, goods are labeled with relative values, decorative patterns, or maker's marks,
but the processes that informed their creation are left unexplored. Production processes
complicate the established consumer-based narratives of the field. A carpenter, for
example, was both creator and consumer, transforming raw wood into a finished piece.
His relationship to the objects surrounding him likely changed as executed his work. Did
he see the unprocessed material in the same way he did when he was planing it, cutting it,
and fitting the joints? How did he perceive his raw materials? Was there a personal

5 Neil McKendrick, John Brewer, and J.H. Plumb, The Birth of a Consumer Society: The
Commercialization of Eighteenth-Century England (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1982).
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preference for one type of wood or one style of chisel over another? How did he relate to
the house he built, but was designed to suit another's tastes? These are all questions that
the consumer framework cannot answer, but that are integral to understanding how an
object functions within a society, how meanings are applied to it, and how those
meanings change.
This dissertation seeks to encourage material culture scholarship toward a position
that engages production as critically as it does consumption. To do so, it adopts the
perspectives of men in the building trades, who navigated complicated relationships with
the objects they produced. The construction of an individual structure required a
collective effort, shifting the production process from an individual endeavor to one
shaped by multiple hands. As these men labored, they transformed trees into logs, logs
into timbers, timbers into frames, and frames into structures. At each step of this process,
the building culture in which they worked shaped their relationships to the material
objects that they used and made.
The root of Virginia's architectural history traces back to Fiske Kimball. In his
“Thomas Jefferson and the First Monument of the Classical Revival in America” series,
he established both his own name as a scholar and Jefferson's authorship of the Virginia
Capitol. His careful readings of Jefferson's personal papers, as well as state documents
related the building's construction, allowed him to “establish, beyond much dispute, the
real designer of this building, and thus the pioneer of our classical revival in
architecture.” In Domestic Architecture of the American Colonies and of the Early
Republic, Kimball argued for using both architectural and documentary research to
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understand buildings, “so that internal and documentary evidence might supplement and
confirm each other.” Thus, as he worked to create a synthetic narrative of American
architectural development, he relied on “building contracts and accounts, inscriptions,
and original designs, as well as inventories, will, deeds, and other documents...to
determine with sufficient and in most cases with absolute exactness the dates and original
form of nearly two hundred houses between the time of settlement and 1835.”6
With the rise of social history in the 1960s, architectural history began to
bifurcate. Scholars like John Burchard and Albert Bush-Brown recognized “an
'anonymous' folk architecture,” but argued this “folk architecture” was eaten up by cities,
which themselves lacked significant architectural achievements prior to the Civil War.
Carl Condit's American Building: Materials and Techniques from the First Colonial
Settlements to the Present offered a substantive study of what Daniel Boorstin termed
“the anatomy and physiology of American buildings.” Condit surveyed the processes by
which materials were gathered, processed, and turned into buildings and moved away
from superficial analysis of finished structures. Here, at least, the skill of craftsmen was

6 Fiske Kimball, “Thomas Jefferson and the First Monument of the Classical Revival in America,”
Journal of the American Institute of Architects 3 (1915): 473-491; Fiske Kimball, Domestic
Architecture of the American Colonies and of the Early Republic (New York: Dover Publications,
1922), xvii; Kimball, Domestic Architecture, xix. To borrow Jules Prown's three stage approach to the
study of material culture, Kimball's work best fits within the first stage: descriptive. According to
Prown, “[d]escription is what can be observed in the object itself...it is desirable to begin with the
largest, most comprehensive observations and progress systematically to more particular details.”
Kimball does exactly that, broadly defining for styles for his given periods, and then moving onto
descriptions of architectural details present in each and the evolution of these various forms over time.
Jules David Prown, “Mind in Matter: An Introduction to Material Culture Theory and Method,”
Winterthur Portfolio, vol. 17, no. 1 (Spring 1982), 7. Other notable early works on Virginia's
architectural history include: Frank Roos, Writings on Early American Architecture (Columbus: Ohio
University Press, 1943); Thomas Tileston Waterman, The Mansions of Virginia, 1706-1776 (New York:
Bonanza Books, 1945); Thomas Tileston Waterman, The Dwellings of Colonial America (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1950); Hugh Morrison, Early American Architecture, From the
First Colonial Settlements to the National Period (New York: Oxford University Press, 1952).
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acknowledged, though not explicitly.7
The tentative recognition that buildings lacking “style” might be worthy of
academic attention soon bloomed into a separate field all its own. With the publication of
Folk Housing in Middle Virginia, Henry Glassie sought to recover the lives of people
who left material things as their only legacy. Glassie drew on structuralist theory to
create a grammar of vernacular architecture through the careful study of extant structures.
This approach combined “competence” - the ability to compose using this architectural
grammar – and “context” - the relation of the composition of things to things external.
In offering an alternative to the typologies of style which had structured architectural
history to that point, Glassie broke through the silence of the “folk” and offered instead a
way to understand buildings without relying on elite sources.8
Glassie's innovative use of theory and material evidence to recover folk
architecture paved the way for the growth of vernacular architecture as a field in its own
right. In the last forty years, a wide variety of scholarly work has been done to document,
preserve, and study the structures that shaped the lived experience of common people.
Cary Carson and Willie Graham traced structural changes in wood-framed construction,
while Catherine Bishir analyzed the language used in building contracts in order uncover
the cultural assumptions shared among builder and client that directed the building
process. Bennie Brown's work on architectural books in colonial Virginia found that
more of these works appeared in both craftsmen's and gentry libraries as Virginia's
7 John E. Burchard and Albert Bush-Brown, The Architecture of America: A Social and Cultural History
(Boston: Little, Brown, 1961), 38; Carl W. Condit, American Building: Materials and Techniques
from the First Colonial Settlements to the Present (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968), v.
8 Henry Glassie, Folk Housing in Middle Virginia: A Structural Analysis of Historic Artifacts
(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1975), 17.

10

society stabilized throughout the eighteenth century.9
Vernacular architecture continues to emphasize craftsmen and the building
process. Historians of vernacular architecture virtually deconstructed buildings to
discover how they were originally constructed. This reveals regional patterns in
practices, as well as the evolution of local building cultures and how building tradesmen
enacted them in different places and times. Currently, scholars such as Catherine Bishir,
Donna Rilling, Emma Hart, J. Ritchie Garrison, Carl Lounsbury, Willie Graham, and Jeff
Klee engage most directly the processes of building production in North Carolina,
Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Massachusetts, and Virginia, respectively.10
9 Carson, Cary, Norman F. Barka, William M. Kelso, Garry Wheeler Stone, and Dell Upton,
“Impermanent Architecture in the Southern American Colonies,” Winterthur Portfolio, 16, no. 2/3
(Summer-Autumn 1981): 135-196; Willie Graham, Carter L. Hudgins, Carl R. Lounsbury, Fraser D.
Neiman, and James P. Whittenburg, “Adaptation and Innovation: Archaeological and Architectural
Perspectives on the Seventeenth-Century Chesapeake,” WMQ, 3rd Ser. Vol. LXIV, No. 3 (July 2007):
451-522; Willie Graham, “Preindustrial Framing in the Chesapeake,” in Constructing Image, Identity,
and Place: Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture, IX, eds. Alison K. Hoagland and Kenneth A.
Breisch (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2003), 179-196.; Catherine Bishir, “Good and
Sufficient Language for Building,” in Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture, IV ed. by Thomas Carter
and Bernard Herman (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1991), 44-52; Bennie Brown, “The
Ownership of Architecture Books in Colonial Virginia,” in Kenneth Hafertepe and James F. O’Gorman,
American Architects and Their Books to 1848 (Amherst, University of Massachusetts Press, 2001), 2930; Cary Carson and Carl R. Lounsbury, eds., The Chesapeake House, (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 2013).
10 Catherine Bishir, ed., Architects and Builders in North Carolina: A History of the Practice of Building
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1990); Catherine Bishir, Southern Built: American
Architecture, Regional Practice (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2006); Catherine Bishir,
Crafting Lives: African American Artisans in New Bern, North Carolina, 1770-1900 (Chapel Hill: The
University of North Carolina Press, 2013); Donna J. Rilling, Making Houses, Crafting Capitalism:
Builders in Philadelphia, 1790-1850 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001); Emma
Hart, Building Charleston: Town and Society in the Eighteenth-Century British Atlantic World
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2010); J. Ritchie Garrison, Two Carpenters:
Architecture and Building in Early New England, 1799-1859 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee
Press, 2006); Cary Carson and Carl R. Lounsbury, eds., The Chesapeake House, (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2013). Some scholars continue to pursue architectural history in its
original form as art history. Brownell's The Making of Virginia Architecture continues in Kimball's
line, describing buildings and creating aesthetic, if not documentary, antecedents for their appearances.
Steven Parissien's The Georgian House in Britain and America, and Mills Lane's The Architecture of
the Old South all follow a similar vein, explicating how extant examples of historical architecture fit
within an established aesthetic chronology. orks like William Pierson's American Buildings and Their
Architects and Cecil Elliot's The American Architect from the Colonial Era to the Present follow the
careers and contributions of individual architects, as well as the evolution as architecture as a
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This project complements the current architectural history of Virginia's building
practices. It builds on the established scholarship only by shifting the locus to a capital
city of the Early Republic. This alters the scope of practice by enlarging the scale of it.
As Richmond developed from a small port town to Virginia's capital and an industrial
center of the American South, the men responsible for its built environment adapted
practices inherited from their colonial past in order to construct the physical infrastructure
for an independent future. In doing so, the building culture that developed in smaller
colonial cities and plantations evolved as it encountered new professions, adapted to new
economic demands, and embodied new American ideals. As the building culture
transformed, so too did the builders.
From its inception at the turn of the twentieth century, labor history has been
largely guided by the Commons school, which considers labor history as part of political
and economic history. Its central theme was “how, in the course of three centuries, the
wage earner, as a distinct class, has been gradually, even violently, separating himself
from the farmer, the merchant, and the employer, and coming to feel that his standing and
progress in society depend directly on wages and not directly on prices, rents, profits, or
interests.” This position defined the field until the latter half of century, when scholars
began to redefine labor history as part of social and cultural history. The central research
task became an investigation of whether or not class as an independent variable could be
positively correlated with a wide range of dependent social and cultural variables and
profession. Charles E. Brownell, The Making of Virginia Architecture (Richmond: Virginia Museum of
Fine Arts, 1992); Mills Lane, Architecture of the Old South (New York: Abbeville Press, 1993);
Steven Parissien, The Georgian House in Britain and America (New York: Rizzoli, 1995); William H.
Pierson, American Buildings and Their Architects (New York: Oxford University Press, 1970); Cecil
D. Elliot, The American Architect from the Colonial Era to the Present (Jefferson, NC: McFarland,
2003).
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then to see whether, how, and why the correlations changed through the course of
American history. Spearheaded by the work of Herbert Gutman and E.P. Thompson, the
new labor history looked at the lived experience of workers, rather than the study of labor
institutions, markets, or elite management. Both the old and the new schools of labor
history, however, are built on the idea that the development of capitalist industrial
economy in the nineteenth century somehow disrupted the harmony of capital and labor
that had existed previously.11
The first significant work on early American labor was Carl Bridenbaugh's The
Colonial Craftsman, which offered a broad discussion of craftsmen in colonial America.
The breadth of his study, stretching from the late seventeenth century and into the
eighteenth and covering the whole of the contiguous British colonies, compensated for its
lack of depth. Bridenbaugh surveyed as many trades as he possibly could in a single
work, including shipbuilding, blacksmithing, construction trades, tool making, foundry
work, and silversmithing, among others. Commendable for assembling such a
comprehensive survey of the trades in early America, The Colonial Craftsman offered
little in the way of an analysis of the practice of the trades. Nevertheless, Bridenbaugh
introduced the colonial craftsman and his place in his community into labor history.12
More recent scholarship focuses largely on the impact of a democratizing and
industrializing society on traditional occupational practices. In The Craft Apprentice,
W. J. Rorabaugh charts the decline of apprenticeships following the American
Revolution, ultimately arguing that the practice declined as the democratic ethos of the
11 Thomas A. Krueger, “American Labor Historiography, Old and New,” Journal of Social History, vol. 4,
no. 3 (Spring 1971), 277-283; Commons and Associates, History of Labor in the United States, 4 vols.
(New York: Macmillan,1918-1935); 1, 3.
12 Carl Bridenbaugh, The Colonial Craftsman (New York: New York University Press, 1950).
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Early Republic caused apprentices to openly question the authority of their masters and
the beginnings of industrial production pressured masters into paying wages. Similarly,
Bruce Laurie argues in Artisans into Workers that transportation improvements facilitated
the flow of goods and that new manufacturing technologies altered the availability and
affordability of goods entering an increasingly national market. For the building trades,
“forces from within and without...diminished craftsmanship in urban housing
construction.” Howard Rock and the other contributors to American Artisans: Crafting
Social Identity, 1750-1850 read the effects of industrialization quite differently. The
volume investigates how artisans created and refined social identity and self-perception
while navigating and increasingly democratic and industrialized society. Whereas other
authors focus on the decline of skilled trades, Rock and his co-authors instead argue for
an “artisanal republicanism” wherein artisans shared a core set of values that provided
them with a special identity as productive members of the new Republic. These ideas
would develop into the basis of a class consciousness which viewed labor as a form of
personal property, in opposition to wage labor as a commodity. Together, these works
examine how craftsmen understood themselves and their place in changing worlds, but
seldom undertake to understand how practical trade knowledge impacted the lives of the
men and women under consideration.13
13 W. J. Rorabaugh, The Craft Apprentice: From Franklin to the Machine Age in America (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1986); Bruce Laurie, Artisans into Workers: Labor in Nineteenth-Century
America (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1989); Laurie, Artisans into Workers, 42; Laurie falls
short in his understanding of preindustrial production here. prefabricated parts were not new to the
building trades in the nineteenth century, but had existed long before. Indeed, one wanted to be able to
install doors and windows quickly after a structure was erected in order to secure it. Moreover, these
prefabricated parts were constructed using traditional craft methods. Men in the building trades began
to undertake more specialized production in the first decades of the nineteenth century, but continued to
use tradition tools and techniques to actually produce their wares. The building trades maintained
bench production much longer than other skill trades largely due to the scale of the materials with
which they worked and the limited capacities of machines to handle that scale. Howard Rock, ed.,
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Mary Woods and Donna Rilling shift their focus away from industrialization and
social relationships in favor of exploring the evolution of building practices. In From
Craft to Profession: The Practice of Architecture in Nineteenth-Century America, Woods
challenges the “focus on the architect as solitary creator to the exclusion of other
narratives.” In its place, she argues for an approach that includes the multiple
participants engaged in the construction of a building, the recognition of overlapping
responsibilities, and viewing architecture as both work and a business. Donna Rilling
explores the business of building in Making Houses, Crafting Capitalism. She challenges
the Marxist notion that industrialization fractured traditional trades, that mass-production
completely displaced hand work, and that only venture capitalists benefited from this new
economic system. In her analysis of the builders active in Philadelphia between 1790 and
1850, she found that small producers behaved the same way regarding capital as did the
bankers, merchants, and venture capitalists usually associated with the market economy
and that master craftsmen never wholly divorced themselves from handwork. They
maintained, at the minimum, the skill knowledge necessary to determine the quality of
raw materials and the quality of work produced in their shop. These biographies of
professions chart how changes in training and education, competition between architects,
builders, and gentleman-amateurs, controversies over how to professionalize these
occupations, and new technologies birthed by industrialization altered the construction
American Artisans: Crafting Social Identity, 1750-1850 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1995), xv. Other studies of indentured labor include: Abbot Smith, Colonists in Bondage: White
Servitude and Convict Labor in America, 1706-1776 (Chapel Hill, Pub. for the Institute of Early
American History and Culture at Williamsburg, Va., by the Univ. of North Carolina Press, 1947); David
W. Galenson, White Servitude in Colonial America: An Economic Analysis (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1981). For the political role of artisans, see: Alfred Young, The Shoemaker and the
Tea Party: Memory and the American Revolution (Boston: Beacon Press, 1999).
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process.14
Participation in the skilled trades was not limited to the free white labor discussed
above. Produced in order to combat “widespread misunderstanding regarding the
progress and the condition of the Negro in the field of the skilled trades of Virginia and
the South,” Raymond Pinchbeck's The Virginia Negro Artisan and Tradesman made an
initial foray into the history of African Americans in skilled occupations. Though
somewhat limited in its scope, Pinchbeck's study nevertheless documented the presence
of slaves in a number of skilled occupations, including shipbuilding, carpentry,
coopering, sawyers, milling, blacksmithing, and leatherwork. While Pinchbeck spent a
substantial amount of time on skilled slaves in rural settings, he also acknowledged the
presence of skilled slaves in industry, including in tobacco manufacturing, milling,
ironworks, and textile factories. Pinchbeck contended that these slaves constituted an
integral and problematic element of their communities. He also found community
petitions seeking permission for skilled slaves who had purchased their freedom to stay
following the 1806 removal law, which required freed slaves to leave the state within one
year of their manumission, citing a total reliance on the skills they offered to the
community. Pinchbeck's most significant contribution was documenting the competition
that skilled slaves produced among white artisans, an argument repeated several times in

14 Mary N. Woods, From Craft to Profession: The Practice of Architecture in Nineteenth-Century
America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 1; Donna J. Rilling, Making Houses,
Crafting Capitalism: Builders in Philadelphia, 1790-1850 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2001). See also: Edward Cooke, Making Furniture in Preindustrial America: The Social
Economy of Newtown and Woodbury, Connecticut (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996).
He argues that historians must reassess craftwork. By integrating it with documentary material,
historians can reconstruct local economies. By closely studying objects, scholars can come to know the
person behind them, as well as the systems of good out of which artifacts evolved and which shaped
culture values and social relationships
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other works throughout the following decades.15
A detailed study of urban skilled slave labor would be another forty years in
coming. Richard Wade's Slavery in the Cities lacked the Pinchbeck's wide timespan, but
compensated with an in-depth examination of what happened to slavery in an urban
environment as he reconstructed the texture of life of those who lived in bondage in
cities. He found that, despite webs of restraint intended to control slaves' movements
through the city, policing hired slaves proved difficult. Without segregated
neighborhoods, free blacks and slaves lived scattered across cities, and so moved about
them with relative ease. Membership in churches, market behavior, and the draw of the
illicit also difficult to keep in check in urban landscapes, where larger and denser
populations masked liminal spaces which allowed for independent activities. Wade also
found that hired slaves generally enjoyed a greater selection of marriage partners, better
clothing, a better and more varied diet, and generally better health.16
Claudia Goldin challenged Wade's assertion that the additional freedoms that
came with urban life contributed to the downfall of slavery as an institution. In her
quantitative study, Urban Slavery in the American South, Goldin argues that slavery did
not cause industrial stagnation in the South. Instead, urban slavery offered hirers an
elastic supply of affordable labor, owners the opportunity to earn money from extraneous
slaves, and slaves an expanded amount of autonomy, though not the quasi-freedom Wade
posited. This quantitative approach, while it more completely depicts the economics and
demographics of urban slavery, also flattens some of the lived experience of those
15 Raymond B. Pinchbeck, The Virginia Negro Artisan and Tradesman (Richmond, Va: William Byrd
Press, 1926), 66-67.
16 Richard C. Wade, Slavery in the Cities: The South, 1820-1860 (New York: Oxford University Press,o
1964), ix, 80-110, 111-142, 143-180.
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enmeshed in that institution. In her discussion of white artisans' hostility to skilled slave
labor for example, she focuses on those artisans' perceptions of the threat skilled slaves
posed to white livelihoods, and artisans' attempts to circumvent this through petitions,
complaints, and laws. She misses the degree to which those fears altered the practices of
those trades.17
Divided Mastery: Slave Hiring in the American South takes a different approach.
In it, Jonathan Martin argues that while slave hiring added a needed flexibility to the
labor system, it created social conflict between owners and hirers, both of whom were
“masters.” By analyzing slave hiring as a triangular relationship between slave, owner,
and hirer, rather than as an economic system, Martin captures moments where slaves
enacted their agency. Hired slaves frequently asked to be hired to certain people or
places that had treated them well. Moreover, Martin demonstrates that hired slaves
suffering from abuse frequently ran away – and straight to their owners to report the
abuse. In these moments, slaves played owner against hirer, betting that their value to
their owners would cause the owners to side with them, and against the hirer. This
illustrates some of the instability created by slave hiring. If white solidarity was
necessary to the continued maintenance of slavery, as has often been argued, then hiring
out slaves created opportunities in which that solidarity could be breached.18
Guided by economic and political considerations, labor history has taken limited
notice of skilled trades. Much of this can be attributed to the long-standing structure of
the field, which focuses on the political organization of laborers following the maturation
17 Claudia Dale Goldin, Urban Slavery in the American South, 1820-1860: A Quantitative History
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976), xi, 123-128.
18 Jonathan D. Martin, Divided Mastery: Slave Hiring in the American South (Cambridge, Ma: Harvard
University Press, 2004), 1.
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of industrialization and mass production. Even as labor history took on a more social
approach, it remained largely restricted to the study of the same sorts of workers: those
who labored in mass-production or in factory systems. Craft culture, predating these
developments, and the relative lack of any organizing stimulus among craftsmen until the
late eighteenth century seemingly precluded a study of early American craft production.
This project examines the organization of labor as a practical mode of expressing
skill and mastery, rather than as a form of political consciousness. How craftsmen, free
or enslaved, deployed their skills shaped their interactions with their peers and ultimately
determined what place these men held within the local building culture. Some performed
with such mastery that they became central to Richmond's building trades. Others
practiced only once or twice before disappearing from the historical records, indicating
an inability to demonstrate their competence within their trade.19
Much as craft labor has been effaced in labor history, so to have southern cities
been largely ignored in American urban history. Dismissed as marginal settlements
within a dominant plantation culture or accorded a subservient and ineffectual place, the
southern city as an entity has languished. Blaine Brownell and David Goldfield were the
first to argue against this perception. If the city is important, as urban history posits, than
all cities are important. In order to better understand the development of the urban South,

19 David Roediger's discussion of the changing language of employment in Jacksonian America is
pertinent to this conversation, as it reveals the tangled definitions of “master” during this period.
Generally, workmen eschewed using the term for their employer, as it carried connotations of slavery
with it. In its place, workers preferred “boss.” This complicates discussions of trades based on
handwork, in which “master” continued to denote someone who ran his own shop and had gained the
respect of his peers. Throughout this work, I use “master” in the latter sense, as Richmond's building
trades show no significant signs of industrialization in my sources. David R. Roediger, The Wages of
Whiteness: Races and the Making of the American Working Class (London: Verso, 2007), 53-55, 6769.
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Brownell and Goldfield constructed a framework through which to study it. They
focused on the role of urban leadership, the relationship of southern cities to the national
economy, and the complex patterns of urban race relations.20
In his Urban Development in the Age of Sectionalism, Goldfield expands this
model and charts the physical embodiment of a changing mentality. Southerners
recognized that their economic development lagged behind that of the Northern states.
They found a remedy in their cities. Boosters and city leaders labored during the
antebellum decades to build regional infrastructures that would bring raw materials into
cities and to develop industrial manufacturing capabilities within those cities. Goldfield
argues this push for development had two goals. First, boosters hoped to attract the
growing Western trade. Secondly, they wanted to win the respect of the Northern states,
who would then see their Southern counterparts as economic equals and seek to cultivate
trade, not enemies. Despite the best efforts of city leaders, these hopes never
materialized. Still, the developments they pushed for brought about improvements in the
urban environment. In Richmond, businessmen built relationships with rural producers,
then invested in new warehouses and hotels, meant to showcase the city's mercantile
sophistication to visiting business partners. Richmond's leaders drew on the city
beautiful movement to showcase the modernity and prosperity of their city, all in the
hopes of attracting more trade and industry.21
Twenty years later, Goldfield offered a slightly different perspective through
20 David R. Gold field, Urban Growth in the Age of Sectionalism, Virginia, 1847-1860 (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1977), ix; Blaine A. Brownell and David R. Goldfield, eds., The City
in Southern History: The Growth of Urban Civilization in the South (Port Washington, NY: Kennikat
Press, 1977), 5.
21 Gold field, Urban Growth in the Age of Sectionalism, xxv, 97-181.
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which to study southern urban development. In Region, Race, and Cities, heavy
boosterism and city improvements are replaced by an analysis that relies on studying the
south as a region, in which the city is but one environment among many. This regional
framework allows Goldfield to study the town and the country in relation to each other,
and the connections between regional and national economic relationships. He found a
growing interdependence among commerce, finance, labor, and personal life. Urban and
rural markets became increasingly connected through investments in railroads. The shift
from tobacco to wheat production freed rural slave labor that was then transformed into
urban, hired labor. This allowed both the rural owner and the urban hirer to utilize unfree
labor to accumulate capital. For all that the “gospel of coordination” between city and
country preached, though, the two often found themselves in opposition, with the ruraldominated legislature frequently dismissing the needs of the urban business population.22
One consistent theme runs throughout Goldfield's work: the incompatibility of
sectional independence and a national economy. In trying to make themselves the equals
of Northern cities, many Southern cities became more dependent on their Northern
counterparts than ever before. Industrial development was largely limited to
manufacturing and processing, without a retailing component. While Tredegar Iron
Works could produce and sell to Southern clientele, Richmond's flour and tobacco mills
sent their products abroad to be sold, often either to Northern retailers who frequently
sold the products back into Southern communities or to distant markets in Latin America
and Asia. Additionally, Richmond's merchants, ever eager to expand their trade

22 David R. Goldfield, Region, Race, and Cities: Interpreting the Urban South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press, 1997), 39, 69 – 86.
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networks, procured the majority of their goods from wholesalers and importers in New
York and Philadelphia. Without direct trade connections to either the western states or to
European markets, the only way for Richmonders to create a cosmopolitan lifestyle relied
on the availability of goods in Northern markets.
While the urban history of the south remains largely understudied, in the last forty
years several critical histories of Richmond have appeared. Marianne Sheldon's
“Richmond, Virginia: The City and Henrico County to 1820” examines the political and
economic development of Richmond and its surrounding county from their inception in
the seventeenth century until the beginning of the nineteenth. While the early
development of the city and the county was marked by competition among various
governing bodies, Sheldon argues that, following the American Revolution, Richmond's
development was marked by frustration and disappointment. Rather than becoming the
principle import, export, and distribution center of the South, Richmond remained largely
a localized market. Sheldon attributes this to a lack of cumulative momentum in the
city's economic development. Contrary to the boosterism and urban consciousness
documented by Goldfield in the two decades prior to the Civil War, Sheldon noted an
absence of community. She attributes this the fact that the values and goals to be shared
by all members of the society had not yet been defined.23
Gregg Kimball offers what might be the most comprehensive social and cultural
history of antebellum Richmond in American City, Southern Place. He approaches the
work as “a study of how different groups of residents of Richmond, Virginia, understood

23 Marianne Sheldon, “Richmond, Virginia: The Town and Henrico County to 1820.” (PhD. Diss, The
University of Michigan. Diss. 1975) 474.
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their world,” tying Richmonders' ideas about themselves and their society to complex
concepts of place. The highly mobile populations of antebellum America created a
resident population that mixed craftsmen and merchants, slaves and politicians,
Northerners, immigrants, and native-born Virginians. Complex cultural negotiations
among white men eventually found expression in commemorations of traditions and the
creation of a shared past. White Virginians considered themselves heirs to the founders
of the American Republic, even as the state's influence on early national politics faded
and fashioned a national creation story centered on its own heroes. Fraternal
organizations, business partnerships, militia companies, and civic associations created
shared identities among the elements of this heterogenous population. Kimball's work,
particularly the part of it related to the merchant elite of the city, reflects Goldfield's
conclusions regarding the strengthening ties between Richmond and Northern cities from
the 1840s through the Civil War. Where Goldfield casts these solely as economic ties,
Kimball gives them deeper meaning, showing how merchants made annual pilgrimages
north to buy stocks of goods or to keep abreast of the latest fashions, the frequency with
which Yankees came to visit friends and associates in the Southern city, and even the
fluidity with which skilled labor moved back and forth between the two regions.
Richmond's connections to cities like New York and Philadelphia rested not only on
economic ties, but on personal and familial ones as well.24
While Kimball traced the formalization of relationships in Richmond, Joshua
Rothman examines those that, by their very nature, had to remain informal. Notorious in

24 Gregg D. Kimball, American City, Southern Place: A Cultural History of Antebellum Richmond
(Athens: University of Georgia Pres, 2000), xv, xxii.
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the Neighborhood investigates “the complexities and contradictions of a social order
where power was predicated on racial domination yet individuals demonstrated intimate
interracial contact characteristic of American slavery.” He reconstructs economic and
social networks to reveal the internal workings of diverse kinds of interracial sexual
relationships, the responses of other blacks and white to those relationships and the
variety of human emotions they provoked. Street corners, grog shops, and bawdy houses
were tangible threats to the elite white community and concrete spaces in which non-elite
black and white men and women satisfied their less respectable proclivities. The built
environment thus becomes an active element in crossings of the color line. Rothman
acknowledges that the city's landscape was a dynamic influence on individuals' behavior.
The intended and unintended spaces in Richmond's geography were turned to innovative
ends, creating places in which relationships play out away from the community's
censuring gaze.25
The city does have a place in southern history, and southern cities have a place in
urban history. While the latter professes to understand the ways in which cities
developed, rarely have those scholars critically engaged the built environment.
Throughout Goldfield's work and the work done by historians of Richmond, the “city”
emerges as an institution, as a series of communities, or as an economic entity, but never
as a collection of buildings joined by human use and ingenuity. To truly understand the
development of a city, scholars must critically engage with the processes through which
that city as a physical entity came to be. Here, historians should not look to the

25 Joshua D. Rothman, Notorious in the Neighborhood: Sex and Families Across the Color Line in
Virginia, 1787-1861 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003), 4-5.
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merchants or capitalists that financed speculative development, but to the craftsmen who
coordinated supply and labor networks while navigating the limitations of the space and
the demands of the client.
This dissertation explores the development of Richmond’s urban landscape,
starting with the building culture that shaped its formation. This production-oriented
approach captures the transformative processes inherent in the construction of individual
buildings and of Richmond’s cumulative cityscape. From this perspective, the built
environment becomes a series of material objects made and manipulated by human labor,
objects brought into existence through dynamic creation processes involving complex ties
among natural resources, transportation links, industrial technologies, occupational
networks, craft knowledge, and individual ingenuity. This approach also allows for the
recapture of the creative processes lost in consumer-focused studies, and the recovery of
the dynamic relationships between producers, materials, the urban landscape and the
community at large.
A complex interplay between builders, clients, and users, and the cultural
expectations shaped Richmond’s built environment. At the individual level, this project
explores how individual builders developed and operated their businesses: from sourcing
and processing lumber and bidding for contracts to managing both free and enslaved
craftsmen and interacting with their peers. On a city-wide level, it investigates how these
builders interacted with one another when sharing construction sites. Clashes over
appropriate procedures highlight differences in inherited building cultures, and the
resolutions to these conflicts reveal how the building trades in Richmond gradually
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developed their own standards of practice. It also considers the larger implications of
how Richmond developed: the environmental impact timber-frame construction had on
local and regional forests, the integration of immigrant and Northern laborers into the
local occupational community, and commercial, familial, and architectural links to cities
like Philadelphia and London.
This study opens with Richmond's founding and a survey of the building culture
practiced throughout colonial Virginia in Chapter One. The next six chapters work in
tandem, juxtaposing the creation of single structure that drew on the talents of many
builders with the career of an individual craftsman. These parallel narratives reveal the
processes by which building tradesmen as an occupational group understood, negotiated,
and enacted building culture while sharing a site, and how these men navigated the same
issues throughout the course of their careers. Chapters Two and Three examine
Richmond's nascent building culture through the construction of the state capitol and the
activities of carpenter-turned-lumber-supplier Reuben George. Chapters Four and Five
focus on the fractured nature of Richmond's early building culture and the men who spent
their careers creating continuity throughout the city's landscape and their occupational
community, as seen at the Virginia State Penitentiary and in Anderson Barret's sixty-year
career as a Richmond carpenter. Chapters Six and Seven center on how individuals
shaped the extant built environment to meet new needs, particularly as the Public Guard
transformed the Virginia Manufactory of Arms into its quarters and developer William O.
George attempted to meet the needs of Richmond's growing industrial sector. Much like
the first chapter, Chapter Eight stands alone and offers a brief examination of the
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contributions of African-American craftsmen to Richmond's building culture.
Collectively, these chapters form a narrative of how men in Richmond's building
trades established the city's building culture and how that culture subsequently evolved to
incorporate wider cultural and economic shifts. They also offer a way to rethink the
processes through which cities are created. The buildings which give a city its shape and
character are the results of an evolving system of knowledge, rules, and practices, that
participants in the building process share, battle over, defend, and modify as they work to
create a built environment that meets the city's needs and reflects the self-image of its
residents to the world.

27

Chapter 1
Building Cities in the Air: Richmond to 1780
When we got home, we laid the foundation of two large cities. One at
Shacco's, to be called Richmond, and the other at the point of Appomattox
river, to be named Petersburg. These major Mayo offered to lay out into
lots without fee or reward...Thus we did not build castles only, but cities in
the air.
William Byrd II, 19 September 17331
William Byrd conceived Richmond. Colonel William Mayo planned it.
Carpenters, joiners, and masons populated it with buildings. Together, these three
components – idea, plan, and buildings – laid the foundations of Richmond and shaped
how the city developed in the following centuries. This chapter examines the conditions
under which Richmond was founded and initially grew, as well as the generally practiced
building culture in eighteenth-century Virginia. These extant cultural and physical
infrastructures established the core of Richmond's building culture and shaped its patterns
of growth and evolution in the decades that followed.

Establishing Richmond
Though the Powhatan and English settlers occupied the area surrounding the
James River falls by the late sixteenth century and in the seventeenth century, the land
that would be Richmond was not subject to substantive development until William
Byrd II and Colonel Mayo plotted the city in the late 1730s. The stimulus for
development originated from Governor William Gooch's Tobacco Inspection Act.
1 William Byrd, The Westover Manuscripts: Containing the History of the Dividing Line Betwixt
Virginia and North Carolina; a Journey to the Land of Eden, A.D. 1733; and A Progress to the Mines
(Petersburg: Edmund and Julian C. Ruffin, 1841), 107,
https://archive.org/stream/westovermanuscr00byrdgoog#page/n113/mode/2up.
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Intended “to prevent the exportation of bad and trash tobacco and the many frauds in
deceiving his majesty of his customs,” the act mandated that any tobacco shipped from
Virginia first had to be “brought to some public warehouse...and there shall be viewed
and inspected by persons thereunto appointed.” Whether due to the convenient position
of his lands at the fall line, or to Byrd's familiarity with Governor Gooch, the act
specified that one of Henrico County's public warehouses be at Shockoe Creek, on Byrd's
land. This might have been a doubly fortunate event for Byrd, who could press into
service the warehouse his father erected on the site and save the cost of erecting a new
building.2
William Byrd recognized Shockoe's potential for commercial and residential
development, claiming the site was “naturally intended for marts, where the traffic of the
outer inhabitants must center.” As the uppermost landing of the James, any goods going
up or down the river had to stop there to be unloaded, carted around the falls, and then
reloaded on to another vessel. The traffic his tobacco warehouse received likely
suggested the possibility of other endeavors that might prove profitable in and around
2 The James River fall zone served as a boundary between the Powhatan and the Monacan peoples.
Powhatan, an indigenous settlement in the area, was likely the birthplace of Wahunsenacawh, who
would later take Powhatan as his reigning name. John Smith purchased this land in 1609 in an attempt
to improve the conditions of the men stationed at the falls under the command of Francis West. As
soon as Smith departed, the men either fled the vicinity or were killed by the Powhatan inhabitants.
Ralph Hamor led the Henrico settlement attempts in the same area in 1611, though that too ended
disastrously. See: Martin D. Gallivan, “Measuring Sedentariness and Settlement Population:
Accumlations Research in the Middle Atlantic Region,” American Antiquity 67, no. 3 (July 2002): 535557, http://jstor.org/stable/1593825; Martin D. Gallivan, “Powhatan's Werowocomoco: Constructing
Place, Polity, and Personhood in the Chesapeake, C.E. 1200 – C.E. 1609,” American Studies 109, no. 1
(March 2007): 85-100, http://jstor.org/stable/4496590; Martin D. Gallivan, “The Archaeology of
Native Societies in the Chesapeake: New Investigations and Interpretations,” Journal of
Archaeological Research 19, no. 3 (September 2011): 281-325, http://www.jstor.org/stable/23018406;
William Waller Hening, ed., The Statutes at Large; Being a Collection of All the Laws of Virginia from
the First Session of the Legislature in the Year 1619 (Richmond: Franklin Press, 1820), 4:247-271,
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/nyp.33433081883229; Marianne P. Sheldon, “Richmond, Virginia: The
Town and Henrico County to 1820” (doctoral dissertation, University of Michigan, 1975), 7.
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Shockoe, despite the unforgiving topography of the surrounding area. Transshipment and
tobacco warehouses would draw both traders and farmers, requiring places to eat, drink,
and rest. The inevitable ordinary would appear, and in itself create a new space for the
“outer inhabitants” to gather. Marts would create markets, increasing the flow of goods
between the western hinterlands, the plantations along the James, and the ports towns on
the eastern edge of the colony. Byrd's city in the air was therefore not merely a flight of
fancy, but a calculated attempt to draw profit from and settlement to an area of land that
would otherwise be underused.3
The city plan that Mayo surveyed and drew in 1737 reflected much more than
Byrd's commercial aspirations; it also captured Byrd's and Virginia's desire for urbanity
and their motivation for town building (Figure 1). After several failed attempts to
legislate urban centers into existence throughout the late seventeenth century, Virginia's
eighteenth century urban growth was organic and allowed towns and cities to develop
based on need rather than legislation. This opened the door for Byrd to begin building
for himself a city that blended Virginia's pastoral settings with the sophistication of
London. In the English metropolis, Byrd indulged in the urbanity that only a city could
offer: “worldliness moderated by a well-developed moral sense, individualism,
sociability, refinement not only in taste and manners, but in terms of man's higher moral,
intellectual, and aesthetic capabilities, the liberation of the self into the world, and the
striving for distinction.” Try as it might, the capital city of Williamsburg provided only a
pale comparison to the vitality and culture of Byrd's London. Meanwhile, Richmond's
3 William Byrd, The Westover Manuscripts: Containing the History of the Dividing Line Betwixt
Virginia and North Carolina; a Journey to the Land of Eden, A.D. 1733; and A Progress to the Mines
(Petersburg: Edmund and Julian C. Ruffin, 1841), 107,
https://archive.org/stream/westovermanuscr00byrdgoog#page/n113/mode/2up.
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visual similarity to its English counterpart on the Thames hinted at its potential as a
bastion for British culture on the Virginia periphery.4
Whether Byrd found inspiration for Richmond in its appearance, his desire for
urbanity, or the commercial prospects it offered, he and William Mayo laid out the town
according to imperial prescription. Historian Robert Home argues that a model British
colonial town required: a policy of deliberate urbanization; land rights allocated in a
combination of town, suburban, and country lots; the town planned and laid out in
advance of settlement; wide streets laid out in geometric, usually grid-iron form, usually
on an area of one square mile; public squares; standard-sized, rectangular lots; plots
reserved for public purposes; and, a physical distinction between town and country,
usually by common land or an encircling green belt. Whether purposefully or
unintentionally, Byrd and Mayo established a nearly perfect model city.5
Mayo's 1737 plan for Richmond captures nearly every element laid out in Home's
archetype. The town embodied an impulse for deliberate urbanization from its very
inception. Byrd's quip about building “cities in the air” indicates his intention to create
an urban space. Laid out in advance of Byrd's April 1737 advertisement of lots for sale,
the town plan adopted a grid-iron form, ignoring the steep topography of the surrounding
hills and ravines. Each of the thirty-two central blocks contained four lots. An additional
4 The House of Burgesses attempted to legislate the creation of new towns several times throughout the
late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, though the resulting towns frequently failed to develop
into substantial settlements. After decades of frustration, the House of Burgesses abandoned legislated
towns in favor of organic urban growth. John W. Reps, Tidewater Towns: City Planning in Colonial
Virginia and Maryland (Colonial Williamsburg Foundation: Williamsburg), 194; Paul P. Musselwhite,
“Towns In Mind: Urban Plans, Political Culture, and Empire in the Colonial Chesapeake, 1607-1722”
(doctoral dissertation, College of William & Mary, 2011); Sylvia Doughty Fries, The Urban Idea in
Colonial America (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1977), 125, 19.
5 Robert Home, Of Planting and Planning: The Making of British Colonial Cities (London: Spon,
1997), 9.
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twelve lots, ranging in size from eight to seventeen acres, surrounded the urban core.
Likely intended for villas or mansions, such as the one William Byrd III built nearby at
Belvidere, these larger lots softened the transition from city to countryside (Figure 2). At
sixty-five feet wide, Richmond's streets were narrower than those of Williamsburg, but
still provided pleasant avenues. Byrd donated Lots 97 and 98 to the Henrico Parish
vestry for use of a church, fulfilling the need for publicly-used plots. The natural
topography of the area, rather than an established green belt, provided a natural
distinction between town and country. Sitting on what is today known as Church Hill,
Byrd's Richmond was bounded by the James River to the south, Shockoe Creek to the
West, and ravines to the north and the east. All the new town lacked was public squares,
an easy concession for a town not yet settled and one that would be rectified within the
next fifty years.6
Richmond had much to recommend it. It was “[i]n a pleasant and healthy
situation, and well suppl'd with Springs of good Water...near the Publick Warehouse at
Shoccoe's and in the midst of great Quantities of Grain and all kind of Provisions.”
Byrd's instincts soon proved correct and settlement progressed quickly. In 1742, the
House of Burgesses passed an act establishing Richmond as an incorporated town.
Officially recognized by an Act of Assembly, the freeholders and inhabitants of
Richmond gained the same rights and privileges that the citizens of other towns enjoyed,
including the right to hold bi-annual fairs and exemption from arrest while attending such
fairs. The act also included the unusual provision that the land between the southern

6 Virginia Gazette (Parks) 22 April 1737; Reps, Tidewater Towns, 267; In 1750, lot 18 would be deeded
to William Randolph for the Henrico County Courthouse.

32

boundary of the town and the river was “to remain and be, as and for a common, for the
use and benefit of the inhabitants of the said town, for ever.”7
The reasons for this provision remain unclear, but including a formal commons
fully aligned Richmond with imperial ideals of colonial towns and the practical
necessities of a developing community. Establishing a common along the riverfront
negated the need to survey inconsistently-sized parcels along the riverfront, as had been
done in Alexandria and Fredericksburg (Figures 3 and 4). This simplified future
surveying and sales. The riverfront commons also supplemented the otherwise lacking
public spaces of the city. The Henrico Parish church in Richmond, arguably the single
significant public building in the town, sat atop Church Hill and was already surrounded
by privately owned lots. Creating a commons along the river offered a space that would
allow both public gatherings and future public commercial development of warehouses.
Additionally, the act specified that the commons “strike Shoccoe's creek, then down the
said creek to the River, and then by the River.” This created “a green pasture...much
used by the laundresses whereon to dry the clothes which they washed in the stream.”
While Byrd or the burgesses may have been providing an imperial necessity, they also
provided a practical one.8
7 Virginia Gazette (Parks) 22 April 1737; William Waller Hening, ed., The Statutes at Large; Being a
Collection of All the Laws of Virginia from the First Session of the Legislature in the Year 1619
(Richmond: Franklin Press, 1819), 5:191-192, http://hdl.handle.net/2027/nyp.33433081883310;
Description of the commons: “And that the said William Byrd, and his heirs, stand seized in feesimple, of the lands lying and being between the present southern bounds of the said town, and the
river, bounded to the eastward by a line, to be run a strait course, from the present extreme bounds of
the said town to strike the river; and on the westward, by a line, to be run from the end of the present
westward street, beyond the lot numbered [1] a straight course, to strike Shoccoe's creek, thence down
the said creek to the River, and then by the river: to remain and be, as and for a common, for the use and
benefit of the inhabitants of the said town, for ever. This is now part of the area being contested.”
8 Hening, The Statutes at Large, 5:192; Samuel Mordecai, Richmond in By-Gone Days (Richmond:
George M. West, 1856), 18.
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A New Church for a New Town
Practicality dictated the placement of Richmond's public buildings as well,
including its first church. While Colonel Mayo surveyed in the Richmond grid, the
Henrico County parish decided it needed a third church. The parish stretched eighteen by
twenty-five miles, with two churches and one chapel, serving four hundred families and
1,100 tithables. The primary church sat on Richard Randolph's plantation, Curles,
several miles below Richmond. This building, described as “the fall Chappel” in 1735
likely served the burgeoning community of Richmond based around Byrd's warehouses.
The location of the second church remains unclear. Reverend L. W. Burton argued that
the other church might have been the old church at Henricopolis or a church erected by
Thomas Jefferson, an ancestor of the president, near Rock Hall. It might also have been
located near the Varina plantation, just up the James River from Curles. The glebe house
was there, and that would put the two churches closest to the longest-established
settlements along the James. That would, however, leave anyone living above the fall
line without the benefit of convenient clergy. To offer all parishioners equal access to
religious services, the second church might have been located in the northwestern part of
the county.9
Perhaps inspired by the realization that the new city of Richmond would create a
larger body of parishioners, on 8 October 1737 the vestry agreed “to build a Church on
the most conveniant place at or near Thomas Williamsons in this parish to be Sixty feet in
9 The church assumed the name “St. John's” in the nineteenth century. In the eighteenth century, it was
variously referred to as the Henrico Church or the upper church. “St. John's” is used here because it
serves as a well-recognized reference point to modern readers. Rev. J. Staunton Moore, Annals of
Henrico Parish (Richmond: Williams Printing Company, 1904), 9, 12-13
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/mdp.39015004875608; Henrico Parish Vestry Book, 1730 October 28 -1773
December 17, Records, 1730-1900, Virginia Historical Society, 15.
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Length and Twenty-five in Breadth and fourteen foot pitch to be finished in a plain
manner after the model of Curles Church.” Though never built, this church would have
established the third Henrico Parish church on Brook Road, to the west of Richmond, and
on Williamson's plantation “The Brook.” This church would have followed the model of
Curles church not only in its finish, but also in its location on private land. Realizing that
a rural church would not serve the projected urban population of the new settlement, the
vestry never went ahead with Williamson's church.10
The vestry instead decided to focus on convenience for Richmond's inhabitants
when building the next new church. In 1739, it agreed to build a church “on the most
Convenient Spot of Ground, near the Spring on Richardsons Road on the South Side of
Bacons Branch on the Land of the Honorable William Byrd Esq to be Sixty foot long and
Twenty five broad and fourteen foot pitch'd, to be finished in a plain manner after the
Moddel of Curles Church.” This shift put the church on Byrd's land, thus tying it to the
newly plotted city. Sitting on the south side of Bacon's Quarter Branch, the church would
have been on Shockoe Hill, separate from the settlement at Richmond. The location
suggests that the vestry thought it difficult to secure the lots necessary in Richmond at an
affordable price and so opted instead to seek property beyond the city bounds.11
The continued use of Curles church as the model for new buildings denotes the
longevity of cultural and architectural archetypes. By the end of the seventeenth century,
the Virginia vernacular church had taken the form it would carry through the American
10 Henrico Parish Vestry Book, 1730 October 28 -1773 December 17, Records, 1730-1900, Virginia
Historical Society, 39; “Williamson Family,” The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 6, no. 1
(July 1898): 76-77, http://www.jstor.org/stable/4242116.
11 Henrico Parish Vestry Book, Virginia Historical Society, 46; Virginius Dabney, Richmond: The Story
of a City (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1990), 7.
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Revolution. Virginia churches were rectangular, roughly twice as long as they were
wide, single story structures with the chancel in the eastern end and doors to the west and
the south. Church exteriors underwent some changes in the eighteenth century, including
diminishing external decoration and the use of enlarged classical doorways. St. John's
Church adhered to the parameters of the established Virginia church form. At sixty feet
long and twenty-five feet wide, its proportions match the established model.
Unfortunately, little of the original 1740s structure remains, so any exterior markers of
vernacular ecclesiastical architecture are lost.12
Since the vestry specified that St. John's replicate Curles church, Curles likely
followed the same conventions of size and finish. Furthermore, specifying that the new
church was to follow “the Moddel of Curles Church” created a contractual shorthand that
provided both the builder and the vestry a means of quality control. The standing church
provided the builder who won the contract for the new church a full size model of what
was wanted, and thereby enabled him to create accurate cost and time to completion
estimates. It offered the vestry a means of evaluating the quality of the work done
against a standing and familiar building.13
The vestry's decision to build in wood rather than in brick connotes uncertainty
about the future of the Richmond church. For public buildings, brick construction
signified “the maturation of local provincial institutions after decades of unsettled
boundaries and weak institutional authority.” Frame churches, by contrast, indicated
either an outlying parish or a poorer one in the eighteenth century. That Henrico Parish's
12 Dell Upton, Holy Things and Profane: Anglican Parish Churches in Colonial Virginia (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1986), 59, 60, 70.
13 Upton, Holy Things and Profane, 32; Catherine Bishir, “Good and Sufficient Language for Building,”
Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture 4 (1991): 44-52.
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newest church was built of wood, just like its older ones, indicates that the Henrico vestry
may have lacked the architectural ambitions of some of their neighboring parishes, or
they were unwilling to invest in a brick structure for fledging town, particularly when
other such planned settlements had failed in the past. The vestry did follow contemporary
architectural trends, however, and raise their frame structure on a brick foundation, as
most churches did by the second quarter of the eighteenth century.14
Just as the form, if not the fabric, followed established architectural conventions,
so too did the process by which St. John's was built. Having decided to build and settled
on a location, the vestry then went about hiring an undertaker and raising levies to cover
the construction costs. Richard Randolph, a local planter and member of the vestry,
agreed to undertake the Richardsons Road church construction, and to finish it by 10 June
1741. The vestry agreed “to pay him the Sum of three hundred and Seventeen pounds
Ten Shillings Current Money to be paid by the Amount of the Sale of Twenty thousand
pounds of Tobo annually to be Levy'd on the Parish and Sold here for Money till the
whole payment be compleat.”15
The building process revolved around the undertaker, whose financial resources,
organizational skills, and trade knowledge ultimately determined the success or failure of
the construction project. Only occasionally did vestrymen serve as undertakers for their
parishes, making Randolph a somewhat unusual choice. The son of William Randolph of
Turkey Island, Richard inherited 1,100 acres on the upper James and along the
Chickahominy River swamp in 1711. Within the next few years, he acquired more land,
14 Carl Lounsbury, Bruton Parish Church: An Architectural History (Williamsburg: Bruton Parish
Church) 4-5; Upton, Holy Things and Profane, 35-36.
15 Upton, Holy Things and Profane, 11, 14; Henrico Parish Vestry Book, Virginia Historical Society, 46.
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eventually coming to hold the majority of Curles Neck. Randolph made Curles his home
plantation and lived there the rest of his life, likely overseeing the construction of the
Curles church on his own land. Though agriculture occupied the majority of Randolph's
time, he frequently assumed responsibility for construction-related projects. Prior to
undertaking the construction of St. John's, Randolph was “appointed to view the Chappel
and report what reparations and Additions are there unto wanting” in 1735. Two years
later, he was to “appoint with some person to undertake the said reparations” of the glebe
houses, for which he later produced an account totaling £39.8.8. Randolph had
undertaking experience beyond the bounds of the vestry as well. He was paid for
supplying presses, window shutters, and a table for the Varina court, as well as for
estimating the costs of building a new jail for the county and of repairing the courthouse.
Though such credentials point to a certain depth of knowledge, Randolph should not be
solely credited with the actual construction of St. John's. That task likely fell to the
slaves, indentured servants, apprentices, hired workers, and master craftsmen whom he
assembled.16
In the winter and spring of 1740, Richard Randolph likely prepared for the
Bacon's Quarter church's construction by contracting with local carpenters and lumber
dealers or sawyers. These men were undoubtedly also planters as well, diversifying their
16 Upton, Holy Things and Profane, 23; Gerald S. Cowden, “The Randolphs of Turkey Island: A
Prosopography of the First Three Generations, 1650-1806” (doctoral dissertation, College of William
and Mary, 1977), 421; Henrico Parish Vestry Book, Virginia Historical Society, 17, 40, 44; Henrico
County Court Minute Book, 1719-1724, County Records, Library of Virginia, 55, 344; Randolph left to
his wife Jane “the use of these following negroes during the term os Seven Years and no longer (to wit)
Nimmy, Bowsen, Mark, Pope, Jack & Foot upon this Special Trust and Confidence that she employ the
said Slaves in Building and Repairing the Houses on my Several Plantations as she shall direct and after
the expiration of the said Term I give the said Slaves to my son Richard and his Heirs.” Six skilled
enslaved carpenters may have been enough to cut and fit the frame, but additional labor would be
needed to raise the building. Richard Randolph's Will, Henrico County Records, Deeds, Etc., 17481750, County Records, Library of Virginia, 111-126.
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skills and income to guarantee solvency. With the Curles church as a model, Randolph
either already knew the necessary dimensions and amounts of lumber needed or could
easily determine it and could set his various contractors to acquiring and sawing it to
dimension.
Construction hit a obstacle in October, when William Byrd wrote Randolph
requesting a change of plans:
Sir, I should with great pleasure oblige the Vestry and Particularly yourself in
granting them an Acre to build their Church upon, but there are so many roads
already thro that Land that the Damage to me would be too great to have another
of a mile long cut thro it. I should be very glad if you wou'd please to think
Richmond a proper place and considering the great number of peopl that live
below it, and would pay their Devotion there, that wou'd not care to go so much
higher I can't but think it wou'd be agreeable to most of the People, and if they will
agree to have it there I will give them two of the best Lots, that are not taken up,
and besides give them any pine Timber they can find on that side Shockoe Creek
and Wood for burning of Bricks into the Bargain. I hop the Gen. Of the Vestry
will believe me a Friend to the Church when I make them this offer and that I am
both theirs. Sir and your most Hum Serv. William Byrd
Relocating the new church from Bacon's Branch to the center of Richmond made sense
for both Byrd and for the vestry. No new road would have to be cut, saving the vestry
money and Byrd the loss of additional agricultural land. The central location made it
more accessible to the parishioners living in Richmond, thereby creating an ecclesiastical
community more quickly. The vestry also saved the cost of purchasing land for the new
church and on sourcing supplies. The use of southern yellow pine in the surviving
original roof truss, indicates that the structural timbers were still in production and the
vestry took advantage of Byrd's offer of pine timber. Wood for burning brick would
prove useful, as local brickmakers likely would have spent the spring and summer
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making bricks to fire in the fall. Given the advantages, the vestry accepted Byrd's offer.17
The change in location generated relatively little commotion in the preparation
process. Already prepared materials could be easily moved to the site, while slaves or
hired hands felled the standing trees on the lots before separating them into those destined
for brick clamp fuel and those meant for processing into construction materials. Any
pine trees of suitable diameter would be felled and laid out for hewing. Assuming the
laborers were clearing first-growth forest, the trees they processed could stretch eighty
feet before the first branches and span diameters of two to four feet. This offered
substantial amounts of usable materials.18
Once felled, sawyers cut the logs into manageable lengths and hewed the logs
destined for plain sawing. The process of turning a round log square, hewing involved
finding the square dimension of useable timber inside the log, cutting notches in the log
or “scoring” it every few feet with a broad ax, and then working parallel to the log with
the same broad ax in order to remove the remaining sap wood between the notches. With
the log transformed into a cant, sawyers could lay it out for processing into dimensional
lumber. For quarter sawn materials, the sawyers first sawed the logs into quarters before
flat sawing each segment into boards. The prevalence of slavery in Virginia paired with
the perception of sawing as unskilled labor combined to create a reliance on pit-sawn
materials in Virginia's building culture. Processing materials on site would be the most
17 Henrico Parish Vestry Book, Virginia Historical Society, 56; 1200 Architectural Engineers, PLLC, St.
John's Episcopal Church: Structural Investigation (Richmond: St. John's Church Foundation, 2015),
8.
18 United States Forest Service, Silvics of North America, vol. 1 (Washington: U. S. Department of
Agriculture, Forest Service, 1990), 819-835. Forest Products Laboratory, Wood Handbook: Wood as
an Engineering Material (Madison, WI: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, 2010), 2-13,
2-14.
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efficient way to gain usable building materials, which mandated that a pit be dug
somewhere on the lots or a partial structure erected that made use of the steep grade.
Finish materials that required seasoning, such as weatherboards, would be processed first,
followed by structural timbers that could be worked with while still green.19
With the necessary supply of sills, posts, studs, joists, and other structural lumber
assembled, a crew of carpenters began cutting joints and fitting components together.
They tied timbers together to create longer plates and sills using scarf joints. The
carpenters used other joints, as well, to serve other purposes. Bridle joints joined sills at
the corners and rafters at their peaks. Mortises and tenons tied studs and posts into sills
and plates. Each of these joints had to be laid out, cut, tried, and possibly altered before
the carpenter would be satisfied with the final fit. Fitting lighter materials, such as studs,
was fairly simple and could be done by individual craftsmen as they worked. Fitting
heavier components, such as sills or king post trusses, required several hands due to both
the weight of the materials and the cumbersome size of the assembled elements. While
sawyers and carpenters busied themselves producing and fitting materials, laborers dug
out space for the foundation before brickmasons arrived to lay the new foundation.20
The topography of the Church Hill lots created additional challenges in the
19 Plain sawn timber is processed by running a rip saw vertically through the log, resulting in visible rings
that intersect the cut face over at least of its width at less than 45º angles. It is a fast and inexpensive
method of processing that results in little waste material. For quarter sawn timber, the log is quartered
before being each quarter is ripped into usable materials. The annual rings intersect the cut face in any
part at more than 45º, creating material that shrinks less and has less tendency to warp or split. W.B.
McKay, McKay's Building Construction (London: Longmans, 1938; Dorset: Donhead, 2007), 3:4,
1:57, 3:4; If a saw pit was dug, it could be repurposed for a burial pit.
20 Calculated on Google Earth by the author. I dropped pins in the original part of St. John's Church and
on John Wickham's grave in Shockoe Hill Cemetery, then measured circles out from both points to the
distance of a quarter mile. Finally I constructed paths between the center point and the outer edge of
each circle: going west from St. John's and east from Shockoe Hill Cemetery to capture the elevation
change as the hills rise from Shockoe Creek. A 1,000 foot measurement with corresponding change in
elevation was then taken along each path.
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construction process. If built south of Bacon's Quarter Branch, the building would have
sat at a similar elevation, but with a much gentler grade (Figure 5). Using the location of
Shockoe Hill Cemetery as a geographical stand-in, the original placement of the church
put it on a slope of approximately a thirty-two foot rise for every thousand foot run; by
contrast, St. John's at the top of Church Hill at a seventy-four foot rise per thousand foot
run. Only the area just south of the structure, with a relatively gentle grade, was a viable
a staging area. The slopes on the other three sides of the building are too steep to be able
to maneuver the heavy framing timbers, though lighter members might have been stacked
in those areas to save space in the southern yard.
Once the brick foundation cured, the wooden skeleton of St. John's Church started
to rise, beginning with the sills. Tidewater frame construction usually relied on white oak
for this portion of the building, as the tyloses that fill intercellular voids render that
particular species water resistant. Given the length of the building, carpenters would
have had to scarf the sills together, creating a single sill by joining several shorter pieces
of material.21
Carpenters and hired laborers raised the carcass of the building in sections. They
likely began by fitting studs and posts into the plate of one of the long walls. The crew
used brute force and pike poles to lift this section, until it reached vertical and the bottom
tenons slid into their matched mortises. Compression locked the various supporting
members into place, secured by temporary pins in the draw bores. Carpenters or a rigger
could then stabilize the wall using a block-and-tackle, which would assist in raising the

21 Tyloses are intrusive growths of the wall of a cell into the cavity of a vessel in woody tissue. Oxford
English Dictionary Online, s.v. “tylose,” accessed 24 April 2016.

42

parallel wall. Alternately, carpenters could put the vertical members into place, and then
raise the plate using an A-frame and rigging. This required a skilled rigger and
substantial temporary bracing to support the weight of laborers and ladders leaning
against the unsecured posts to guide the plates into the correct position. With one plate in
place, the job would become easier as one person could sit on the plate in place and guide
the next plate into position.
With the north and south walls in place, the carpenters could then move to
installing either the east or the west wall and the roof trusses. St. John's retains a single
original king-post truss in its roof, following the conventional practice of the time for
spanning large distances (Figures 6 and 7). Given the height and weight of the trusses,
they would have been at least partially constructed on the ground and then raised into
place with rigging. Either an A-frame or a gin pole, rigged with a block-and-tackle
system, offered some labor-saving assistance in lifting the heavy pine trusses. Carpenters
or hired laborers raised the tie beam into place first, followed by the king post, struts, and
principal rafters as a joined unit. They inserted secondary struts as the rest of the truss
lowered into position. Depending on the strength of the crew, the trusses could also be
fully assembled on the ground and lifted into place. Lighter joists could then be hoisted
up and laid into place, providing support for walk boards and a greater ease of movement
to install the common rafters. The process repeated down the length of the building. As
the crew raised the joists for the east and west ends into place, they would also raise the
respective walls, relying on the compression from the joists to temporarily to lock the
vertical supports into place until they could be pegged (Figure 8).22
22 Dell Upton papers, Manuscript #MS 1999.13, John D. Rockefeller, Jr. Library, Colonial Williamsburg
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With tension and compression at play in the structure, carpenters pegged the
major joints and installed secondary supporting members. Interrupted studs and cripples
filled voids around down braces and struts, providing additional support for both
sheathing and the roofing system. Purlins added rigidity to the roof, as did the horizontal
sheathing that supported layers of shingles. With the roof complete, the carpenters
installed the doors and windows, followed by weatherboarding and finishing moldings on
the exterior. Inside, the church would receive its floor and lath, in preparation for the
carpenters to give way to the plasterers, who in turn gave way to the joiners as they
installed the necessary ecclesiastical furniture of pews, pulpit, and chancel rail. Though a
frame structure rather than a brick one, St. John's nevertheless required a great deal of
occupational skills and knowledge to complete, particularly in such a short time frame.

Henrico County Carpenters; or, Who Actually Built the Church?
Although the surviving documentation does not reveal the identity of the man
leading day-to-day operations, James Hatcher seems the most likely candidate of the ten
carpenters who worked in Henrico County during St. John's construction. He possessed
both craft knowledge and experience, and worked previously for the Henrico vestry.
Hatcher appears in the records for the first time during the 25 November 1738 Henrico
Parish vestry meeting, where he was paid 139 pounds of tobacco for “making benches at
Foundation.; Upton, Holy Things and Profane, 42-44; A building of this height would require a thirtyfive foot tall A-frame. Thomas Garland Wood, personal communication, 18 September 2015; A gin
pole would be the easier of the two options, as the riggers could easily loosen the guides to shift the
pole down the length of the building without needing to completely refix them, as would be required
occasionally with an A-frame. It also offers more flexibility than a A-frame because the boom as a
greater range of movement. W. Grigg Mullen, personal communication, 29 January 2016; Dell Upton's
drawings of the extant truss do not show a summer beam, so I have not included discussion of that here.
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the Church.” That commission may have served as an assessment of Hatcher's skills, as
the vestry subsequently awarded him the contract for undertaking a new barn for the
glebe.23
The project was a substantial one: the barn was to be “forty feet long and Twenty
broad and Ten and a half feet pitch'd, the frames to be Sawed out of Good timber to be
covered in good heart shingles, nailed on; the floor to be laid with two inch plank and
Underpined with Brick or Stone.” Hatcher “engag[ed] to finish the same Workmanlike,
by the Twentieth day of June next [1740]” for which he would be paid £35 current
money. The short construction time, only six months, indicates either a ready supply of
timber for purchase or Hatcher's ability to marshal the materials and labor necessary to
not only build the barn, but also to prepare all the timber. The tight time frame also
speaks to Hatcher's skill as a carpenter and manager. As undertaker, he oversaw the subcontracting of various tasks, including finding a mason to lay the foundation, while also
managing the labor necessary to frame, raise, and finish the barn.24
The contractual language for this commission signals a lack of familiarity
between Hatcher and the vestry. While contracts frequently specified little more than the
required dimensions of the building, in this case the vestry gave explicit directions for a
utilitarian building. That the vestry specified sawn timber, heart shingles nailed on, and
two inch plank floors may indicate that they either were unsure of Hatcher's skills, since
23 R. A. Brock, The Vestry Book of Henrico Parish, Virginia, 1730-1773 (Richmond: 1904; reprint
Greenville, S.C.: Southern Historical Press, 1995), 45. A Jameston Hatcher appears in the county
records in 1729 selling 80 ¾ acres of land. This is a singular occurrence, which leads me to believe
they are two different individuals, rather than a misspelling. Deed from Jameston Hatcher to Joseph
Wilkinson, Henrico County Records, Deeds & Wills, 1725-1737, County Records, Library of Virginia,
238.
24 Brock, The Vestry Book of Henrico Parish, 52.
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he had previously only built benches for them, or that they saw this as a significant
building and wanted something above and beyond what other barns in the area required.
Nevertheless, the vestry fell back on requiring Hatcher to finish the building
“workmanlike,” indicating that the gentlemen of the vestry had a working knowledge of
what local buildings were supposed to be and that they expected Hatcher to share that
same knowledge and deliver accordingly.25
If Hatcher completed the barn by the June 1740 deadline, he could have easily
then transferred his skills to the St. John's construction crew. Given that the vestry
agreed to relocate the new church from Bacon's Branch to Church Hill only eight months
before its scheduled completion date, Hatcher's skill in working on projects with a tight
time frame might have been appreciated, as would have his skills in working on large
building projects.
Hatcher remained active in the community following the construction of the glebe
barn, but did not complete any additional large projects for the Henrico Parish vestry. In
1742, he built a coffin for William Clark, while the vestry put out notice that they would
“Treat with undertakers about building the [Deep Run] Chappel.” He does not appear in
the records again until 1745, when he made another coffin for the vestry and purchased
150 acres from Benjamin and Henry Hatcher. James had already been living on this
property for some time and the transfer both solidified his legal ownership and
occupation of the land and seems to have settled some family disagreements about the
property. Hatcher, like many other early craftsmen in Virginia, did not earn his living via
a single occupation. He took carpentry work when he could or when it was available in
25 Bishir, “Good and Sufficient Language for Building,” 44-52.
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order to supplement his agricultural income.26
Hatcher's estate inventory reveals his diversified sources of income and
investment. The total estate was valued at £611.12.4 ¼, putting him among the earlyeighteenth century elite. Over half his estate's worth lay in his twelve slaves, valued at a
collective £340. Hatcher's enslaved labor force was not necessarily one designed to
forward his career as a carpenter. He owned three men, valued between £30 and £40,
two women, two girls, and five boys. The men and boys might have assisted him in his
construction endeavors, but do not have values that correspond with highly skilled
enslaved craftsmen. This, of course, makes sense for the boys who might be serving
informal apprenticeships with Hatcher. If he had built an enslaved labor force with an
eye toward craftwork, however, Hatcher's most valuable slave would not have been a
woman named Sal, valued at £45.27
The inventory goes on to list a pair of steelyards, a pair of money scales, four
cider hogsheads, three cider barrels, a runner and tackle, meal sifters, a grid iron, 366
pounds of beef and a hogshead of tobacco. These goods encapsulate a variety of
agricultural pursuits, including cattle farming, tobacco growing, milling, and cider
26 Hatcher received fifteen shillings for Clark's coffin and eighty pounds of tobacco for the vestry coffin.
Inventory of the Estate of Capt. William Clark, Henrico County Records, Miscellaneous Court Records,
1650-1807, County Records, Library of Virginia, 193; Brock, The Vestry Book of Henrico Parish, 65,
74; Benjamin and Henry are likely James' uncles or an older generation of cousins. John Greenhaugh,
to whom the land was originally patented, is named as their grandfather, but James' great-grandfather.
Deed from Benjamin and Henry Hatcher to James Hatcher, Henrico County Records, Miscellaneous
Court Records, 1650-1807, County Records, Library of Virginia, 193; Brock, The Vestry Book of
Henrico Parish, 147; See, for example: Edward Cooke, Making Furniture in Preindustrial America:
The Social Economy of Newtown and Woodbury, Connecticut (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1996).
27 Lorena Walsh and Lois Green Carr, “Changing Lifestyles and Consumer Behavior in the Colonial
Chesapeake” in Cary Carson et al., Of Consuming Interests: The Style of Life in the Eighteenth Century
(Charlottesville: Published for the United States Capitol Historical Society by the University Press of
Virginia, 1994), 70n13; Inventory of the Estate of James Hatcher, Henrico County Records, Deeds,
Wills, Etc., 1750-1767, County Records, Library of Virginia, 484-485.
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making, and capture the processes of growing, harvesting, packing, weighing, and
selling. Among the various probates of the ten Henrico carpenters active in 1740, only
Hatcher's includes the tools of his trade: “4 Saws & parcel of Carpenters & Joyners
tools” valued at £3.10.28
Other carpenters active in Henrico during this period lacked known close
associations with political or social groups that might guarantee craft work, but they
pieced together livelihoods that kept them solvent. James Cocke repaired Curles Church
and mended its windows, while James Redford built six benches and a church rail for the
Curles Church, and then built “a new pair of Stocks, Pillary, and Ducking Stool” for
Henrico County. Building and maintaining bridges proved a popular source of income as
well. The Henrico County court paid Edmund Allen £48.18.9 “for building the Bridge
over Chickhomony Swamp at Pickamcky Meadow and the Causeways adjoining the Said
Bridges.” Allen also had to post £120 bond “for keeping the Said Causeways in good
Repair Seven years.” Henry Hatcher received 1,000 pounds of tobacco for building and
maintaining a bridge over Four Mile Creek in 1720. Hatcher's work apparently lasted
quite well. The next mention of a bridge in that location was in 1766, when Thomas
Robinson earned five pounds for rebuilding it. Even master builder and planter Henry
Cary used bridges to diversify his revenue stream, earning 500 pounds of tobacco “for
keeping Falling Creek Bridge.”29
28 Inventory of the Estate of James Hatcher, Henrico County Records, Deeds, Wills, Etc., 1750-1767,
County Records, Library of Virginia, 484-485
29 Brock, The Vestry Book of Henrico Parish, 45; Henrico County Court Minutes, Henrico County
Records, Order Book, 1737-1746, County Records, Library of Virginia, 286; Henrico County Court
Minutes, Henrico County Records, Order Book, 1737-1746, County Records, Library of Virginia, 122;
Henry Hatcher was James Hatecher's father. Henrico County Court Minutes, Court Minute Book,
1719-1724, County Records, Library of Virginia, 55-57; Henrico County Court Minutes, Court Minute
Book, 1719-1724, County Records, Library of Virginia, 30; Henrico County Court Minutes, Court
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Of the various bridge accounts, Tarleton Woodson's includes the most detailed
description of bridge construction. Woodson agreed
to build over Beverdam Creek a bridge of hauled timber, ten foot wide, to
be laid with two inch plank and railed on both sides, for Horses and Carts
to pass over; for which bridge he is to be allowed Seven thousand Seven
hundred and Seventy-five pounds of tobacco...on condition that he then
enter into bond with Security to this Court, conditioned to keep the Same
in good repair for the Space of ten years after it shall be finished and also
to leave it in good repair at the Expiration of sd. Term.
Six months later, Woodson informed the court that he finished the bridge. Thomas
Randolph and Joseph Pleasants were appointed to examine Woodson's work, and they
apparently found it satisfactory. Woodson received full payment from the court two
weeks later. The specificity of Woodson's contract when compared to the others likely
stems from the size of the undertaking. Judging solely on payment, the Beaver Dam
Creek bridge was the largest bridge building activity Henrico County had taken on up to
that point. Specificity allowed for clear communications of expectations on the county's
part, while at the same time giving Woodson guidelines within which to work, possibly
because there was no other bridge of that size on which he could draw as an example.30
Though each of them participated in the building trades, none of these men relied
on craft work for their financial independence. Every one of them bought and sold land
with far more frequency than they completed building contracts. This ranged from
Nicholas Mealer's three deeds, all of which either gave property to his children or sold it,
to Henry Cary's twenty-five deeds, registering largely acreage transactions in Henrico
Orders, 1763-1767, County Records, Library of Virginia, 616.; Henrico County Court Minutes, Order
Book, 1737-1746, County Records, Library of Virginia, 294-295. Cary also received a license to keep
an ordinary at Warwick, which highlights the variety of income streams pursued in this period. Henrico
County Court Minutes, Order Book, 1737-1746, County Records, Library of Virginia, 278.
30 Henrico County Court Minutes, Minute Book, 1719-1724, County Records, Library of Virginia, 86-87,
140-141, 143-145.
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County. In addition to developing their agricultural holdings, John Redford and Nicholas
Giles served in public offices. Redford was appointed a sheriff for 1727, with his bond
posted by William and Richard Randolph. Giles received a commission as a lieutenant in
the Henrico militia and later served as ballast master for the county. The carpenters
active in Henrico county during the construction of St. John's Church were not solely
carpenters. Like craftsmen elsewhere in colonial America, craft work was but one part of
a larger personal economy, much of which focused on agricultural pursuits.31
31 Deed from Nicholas Mealer to Peter Burton, Henrico County Records, Deeds, Wills, Etc., 1748-1750,
County Records, Library of Virginia, 34; Deed from Nicholas Mealer to Peter Mealer, Henrico County
Records, Deeds, Wills, Etc., 1750-1757, County Records, Library of Virginia, 509; Deed from Nicholas
Mealer to Elizabeth and William Bullington, Henrico County Records, Deeds, Wills, Etc., 1750-1757,
County Records, Library of Virginia, 510. The transactions listed below include only Cary's Henrico
holdings. Deed from Henry Cary to John Hancock, Henrico County Records, Deeds, Wills, 1725-1737,
County Records, Library of Virginia, 477; Deed from Henry Cary to John James Flourney, Henrico
County Records, Deeds, Wills, 1725-1737, County Records, Library of Virginia, 482; Deed from Henry
Cary to John Fore, Henrico County Records, Deeds, Wills, 1725-1737, County Records, Library of
Virginia, 486; Deed from Henry Cary to Matthew Branch, Henrico County Records, Deeds, Wills,
1725-1737, County Records, Library of Virginia, 487; Deed from Henry Cary to Joseph Hobson,
Henrico County Records, Deeds, Wills, 1725-1737, County Records, Library of Virginia, 488; Deed
from Henry Cary to Daniel Ford, Henrico County Records, Deeds, Wills, 1725-1737, County Records,
Library of Virginia, 489; Deed from Henry Cary to John Cox, Henrico County Records, Deeds, Wills,
1725-1737, County Records, Library of Virginia, 492; Deed from Henry Cary to Walter Scoot, Henrico
County Records, Deeds, Wills, 1725-1737, County Records, Library of Virginia, 493; Deed from Henry
Cary to John Easley, Henrico County Records, Deeds, Wills, 1725-1737, County Records, Library of
Virginia, 506; Deed from Henry Cary to John Davenport, Henrico County Records, Deeds, Wills, 17251737, County Records, Library of Virginia, 520; Deed from Henry Cary to John Branch, Henrico
County Records, Deeds, Wills, 1725-1737, County Records, Library of Virginia, 521; Deed from Henry
Cary to Caleb Ware, Henrico County Records, Deeds, Wills, 1725-1737, County Records, Library of
Virginia, 522; Deed from Henry Cary to William Harris, Henrico County Records, Deeds, Wills, 17251737, County Records, Library of Virginia, 525; Deed from Henry Cary to John Price, Henrico County
Records, Deeds, Wills, 1725-1737, County Records, Library of Virginia, 257; Deed from Henry Cary to
John Willsen, Henrico County Records, Deeds, Wills, 1725-1737, County Records, Library of Virginia,
536; Deed from Henry Cary to John Wooldridge, Henrico County Records, Deeds, Wills, 1725-1737,
County Records, Library of Virginia, 576; Deed from John Willson to Henry Cary, Henrico County
Records, Deeds, Wills, 1725-1737, County Records, Library of Virginia, 578; Deed from William Byrd
to Henry Cary, Henrico County Records, Deeds, Wills, 1725-1737, County Records, Library of
Virginia, 582; Deed from Henry Cary to John Langhorne, Henrico County Records, Deeds, Wills,
1725-1737, County Records, Library of Virginia, 586; Deed from Henry Cary to Josiah Burton, Henrico
County Records, Deeds, Wills, 1725-1737, County Records, Library of Virginia, 548; Deed from Henry
Cary to William Trent, Henrico County Records, Deeds, Wills, 1725-1737, County Records, Library of
Virginia, 549; Deed from Henry Cary to Thomas Cobbs, Henrico County Records, Deeds, Wills, 17251737, County Records, Library of Virginia, 551; Deed from Henry Cary to Josiah Seat, Henrico County
Records, Deeds, Wills, 1725-1737, County Records, Library of Virginia, 602; Deed from Henry Cary to
William Byrd, Henrico County Records, Miscellaneous Court Records, 1650-1807, 4:1204; Deed from
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The inability of the building trades to secure personal economic independence
lurks everywhere in the documentary record. James Cockes not only repaired the chapel
and mended windows, he also served as a vestryman for Henrico Parish and was listed in
the vestry minutes as a gentleman. In the court minutes that record John Redford
appointed to build the stocks, the court also acknowledges that Redford is a gentleman. It
seems then, that these carpenters may have been acting in the same capacity as Richard
Randolph. They were appointed to undertake a particular construction project, but likely
subcontracted skilled, but less socially prominent, craftsmen or drew on the labor of their
slaves to fulfill their agreements.32
The lack of a dedicated craft labor force is evident in one particularly stark way:
of the ten carpenters working in Henrico County, only one recorded any apprenticeship
material. In July 1738, apprentice Robert Nuckles petitioned against his master, Nicholas
Giles. When Giles failed to appear in court, the justices ordered that Nuckles be
discharged from his service and bound “to Some house Carpenter till he shall Arrive at
Lawful Age.” Frequently, apprentices petitioned the court for release from their
indentures when their master did not follow the traditional dictates of teaching the boy
the art, mystery, and occupation for which he was bound. That Nuckles successfully
petitioned the court for such a release indicates that Giles underperformed as a master
carpenter when it came to training his apprentices.33
Henry Cary to Zacharias Brooke, Henrico County Records, Miscellaneous Court Records, 1650-1807,
4:1072; John Redford Bond, Henrico County Records, Deeds & Wills, 1725-1737, County Records,
Library of Virginia, 108; Henrico County Court Minutes, September 1756, Court Orders, 1755-1762,
County Records, Library of Virginia; Henrico County Court Minutes, June 1758, County Records,
Library of Virginia.
32 Brock, The Vestry Book of Henrico Parish, 45, 61; Henrico County Court Minutes, Henrico County
Records, Order Book, 1737-1746, County Records, Library of Virginia, 286.
33 Unfortunately, the court's order does not indicate to whom Nuckles should thereafter be bound. It does,

51

Having few skilled laborers in the area slowed Richmond's initial development.
Though Byrd sold several lots by the time St. John's was erected, he did so without the
common provision that purchasers had to build on their properties within a certain
amount of time. In a small town, without a consistent demand for construction skills,
craftsmen instead practiced their trades as a means of supplementing other incomes,
rather than relying on trade work as their primary income. Based on the difference
between the labor available and the labor required to build St. John's church, it appears
that many more men must have been involved in the building trades in Henrico County.
However, they escaped capture in the historical record because they likely contracted out
their services as the opportunities arose and so were never named in the legal
documentation required by publicly funded projects. Therefore, the tradesmen whose
names survive in the historical record represent a disproportionally elite element of the
craft population. Though they undertook projects, men like Richard Randolph and Henry
Cary were planters and gentlemen. They commanded the labor necessary to construct
buildings, but likely did not practice the trades themselves. Even James Hatcher,
arguably the most active carpenter in Henrico County during this period, could not rely
solely on craftwork to secure his personal financial independence.34

however, indicate that other carpenters practiced in Henrico County. Henrico County Court Minutes,
Henrico County Records, Order Book, 1737-1746, County Records, Library of Virginia, 47; Harold B.
Gill, Jr., “Apprentices” in James M. Gaynor, ed, Eighteenth-Century Woodworking Tools,
(Williamsburg: Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, 1997), 158, 154; Presumably, James Hatcher also
trained his son, Henry Hatcher. However, no extant legal material confirms this.
34 In Williamsburg, the buyers were required to build on their property within twenty-four months or
forfeit it to the city trustees. Reps, Tidewater Towns, 148; William M. S. Rasmussen, “Designers,
Builders, and Architectural Traditions in Colonial Virginia,” The Virginia Magazine of History and
Biography 90, no. 2 (April 1982): 198-212.
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From Town to City
Slow growth marked Richmond's existence for the next four decades. Though the
House of Burgesses incorporated it as a town in 1742, Richmond remained a small
settlement, centered on the tobacco warehouses and shipping opportunities it offered.
The only indication of development in the following decade was a 1744 act that forbade
building or repairing wooden chimneys in order to mitigate the “great and imminent
danger of having [Richmonders'] houses and effects burnt and consumed, by reason of
many wooden chimneys.” Within two years, the town had seen enough growth to
warrant fire safety concerns, though the danger was not quite as imminent as the
petitioners claimed. The act allowed property owners three years to replace their wooden
chimneys.35
It seems that Richmond's residents generated almost all the changes to the city's
landscape, further emphasizing the lack of a distinct vision for the city. In 1752, they
petitioned the assembly for trustees, arguing that they “labour[ed] under great
inconveniencies, for want of trustees to lay off and regulate the streets, and to settle the
bounds of the lots in the said town.” The burgesses agreed and duly appointed William
Byrd III, Willliam Randolph, Bowler Cocke, Richard Randolph, Thomas Atchison,
Samuel Gleadowe, Samuel Duval, and John Pleasants – all named as “gentlemen” – to
“lay off and regulate the streets...to settle and determine all disputes concerning the
bounds of the lots...and to settle and establish such rules and orders, or the more regular
and orderly building of the houses of the said town.” Richmond had finally grown to the

35 Hening, The Statutes at Large, 5: 274.
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point where it required some sort of municipal oversight.36
Richmond continued its slow growth until 1768, when William Byrd III found
himself in dire straights. Well educated with elegant manners, Byrd assumed both
management of his father's estate, including some 179,000 acres and hundreds of slaves,
along with mills, fisheries, vessels, warehouses, and a store, and his father's political
roles. He served as a justice of the peace in Halifax and Charles City Counties before
being elected to the House of Burgesses in 1752, and in 1754 received an appointment to
the Governor's Council. Despite a reputation for diligent public service and an admirable
work ethic, Byrd proved unable to live within his means. By the age of 28, he found
himself in such poor financial circumstances that he conveyed his estate to seven trustees,
who spent the next decade trying to pay off his debts. Despite selling land and slaves that
totaled some £40,000, the trustees still could not manage to clear Byrd's debts. His
financial problems compounded in 1766, when an audit disclosed that John Robinson,
Treasurer of Virginia, illegally lent his friends over £100,000 in paper money that was to
have been removed from circulation. Byrd received the largest share of the ill-gotten
funds, some £14,921.37
In an effort to recover funds and free himself from his various debts, William
Byrd III arranged a lottery to sell his holdings on Shockoe Hill, west of the established
city boundaries. Ten thousand tickets were issued at £5 each, earning Byrd a tidy
36 Hening, The Statutes at Large, 6: 281; In 1752, the General Assembly passed an act to continue fairs in
Richmond and Fredericksburg. Hening, The Statutes at Large, 6: 300.
37 Trustees included Presley Thornton, Peyton Randolph, John Page, Charles Carter, and Charles
Turnbull. Virginia Gazette (Purdie and Dixon) 23 July 1767; Encyclopedia Virginia, s.v. “Byrd,
William (1728-1777)” http://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/Byrd_William_1728-1777; Joseph Albert
Ernst, “The Robinson Scandal Redivivus: Money, Debts, and Politics in Revolutionary Virginia,” The
Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 77, no. 2 (April 1969): 146-173.
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£50,000 on properties valued at £56,796. The almost £7,000 loss likely seemed a small
sum, compared to the opportunity to pay off his debts and restore his honor. Byrd and his
trustees began advertising the lottery in 1767, promoting “the advantageous situation of
the estate” and the imminent removal of “the obstructions through the Falls, and in other
parts of the river above.” This would open navigation for some two hundred miles above
the falls, and bring the treasures of the backcountry through Richmond, which would, in
turn, “raise the rents, and enhance the value, of the lands and tenements under mentioned,
beyond the powers of conception.”38
Those lands included seventeen improved lots, one hundred 100 acre plots, ten
islands, and four hundred unimproved lots in Richmond, as well as Byrd's holdings on
the south side of the James River: a total of 839 prizes. Despite the income potential of
these properties and a year-long opportunity to purchase tickets, sales were slow. Rather
than being held in June 1768 at Shockoe as originally advertised, the drawing was moved
to Williamsburg the following November. As as additional incentive, Byrd “[threw] in
the houses at Belivdere, with some other advantages.” Even the two story frame
structure, with flanking kitchen and office and a terraced lawn could not tempt ticket
purchasers.39
Though the exact outcome of Byrd's scheme is unknown, it did create several new
property owners in Richmond, and a host of new problems. On embarking on this lottery
scheme, Byrd commissioned Benjamin Watkins of Chesterfield County to survey in the
38 Sheldon, “Richmond, Virginia: The Town and Henrico County to 1820,” 10; Drew St. J. Carneal,
Richmond's Fan District (Richmond: The Council of Historic Richmond Foundation, 1996), 11;
Virginia Gazette (Purdie and Dixon) 23 July 1767; Virginia Gazette (Rind) 23 July 1767.
39 Virginia Gazette (Purdie and Dixon) 23 July 1767; Virginia Gazette (Rind) 23 July 1767; Virginia
Gazette (Purdie and Dixon) 22 September 1768; Virginia Gazette (Rind) 22 September 1768; Carneal,
Richmond's Fan District, 10.
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new prize lots (Figure 9). These new one hundred acre parcels radiated out to the north
and west of Richmond. On the west, they ran three deep out from the river, bounded by
Three Chopt Road to north with the second and third tiers separated by Westham Road.
Though Watkins drew a numbered plan of these lots to be used in the lottery, fitting them
between meandering roads and the slopes and gullies of Shockoe Hill created a new grid
for the western part of the city, one that followed the landscape's natural contours far
more than Mayo's original grid iron plan. No new roads were cut to access these lots,
leaving them inaccessible to Richmond residents living in the original part of the city.40
William Byrd III's lottery also changed the town's legal boundaries. In answer to
Byrd and Watkins laying off new lots on Shockoe Hill, the House of Burgesses passed an
act in 1769 “that the said piece or parcel of land, at Shoccoes..., on the north side of the
falls of the James river, in the county of Henrico...be added to and made part of the said
town of Richmond; and that the freeholders and inhabitants thereof shall be intitled to and
enjoy all the rights and privileges granted to and enjoyed by the freeholders of the said
town of Richmond, and be subjected to the same rules and restrictions.” In
commissioning Watkins to lay out lots and then selling those lots, Byrd exercised the
same power over the colonial government as his father had. He presumed to develop
Richmond in a particular way, then relied on the burgesses to validate his vision after the
fact.41
By the same act, however, the colonial legislature began to strip private
developers of their power over evolving urban landscapes. The burgesses ordered that,
40 Carneal, Richmond's Fan District, 11-12.
41 William Waller Hening, ed., The Statutes at Large; Being a Collection of All the Laws of Virginia from
the First Session of the Legislature in the Year 1619 (Richmond: J. & G. Cochran, 1821), 8:421,
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/nyp.33433081883252.
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“if at any time hereafter, the proprietors of [the six Richmond tenements included in
Byrd's lottery] shall lay off the said vacant tenements into lots and streets...the owner or
owners of such half acre lots shall be intitled to the same privileges, and subject to the
same rules and regulations, as other freeholders of the said towns are and shall be.” The
men who purchased these tenements were tied to subdividing them into half acre lots
with accordant streets. Furthermore, the act directed that “the said proprietors shall not
be at liberty, at any time hereafter, to erect house on any of the said tenements, so as to
obstruct the prospect of any street which terminates and that said tenements, that may
hereafter, when the same shall be laid off in lots, stop the said streets.” With an eye
toward future development, the burgesses swiftly directed how new property owners
could develop their land, while at the same time ensuring the security of future
homeowners on the same properties. Byrd's lottery added just over half a square mile to
Richmond, while the burgesses' legislation sought to protect the approximately 574
people who resided there.42
The House of Burgesses continued to direct Richmond's growth through the
instrument of trustees. Though trustees were first appointed to lay off the streets and
settle lot boundaries in 1752, the burgesses greatly expanded their influence on
Richmond's landscape twenty years later. Under the 1773 act, Richmond's trustees
received the power to appoint a public quay, direct the making of wharfs and cranes and
public landings, and “establish such rules and orders for the more regular placing of the
said houses as to them shall seem fit from time to time.” For the first time, Richmond not

42 Hening, The Statutes at Large, 8:423; Sheldon, “Richmond, Virginia: The Town and Henrico County
to 1820,” 12.
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only had a plan, but also had men empowered to enforce the orderly growth of the city.43

Between 1737 and 1780, Richmond grew haphazardly, directed by whim and then
corrected by necessity. Mayo's original grid defined much of the city, but Watkin's
additions softened the harsh gridiron into more natural shapes as he laid out the city's
expansion. Streets meandered before being put back into place. Property lines had to be
re-evaluated as people bought, sold, or built on vacant lots. As seen in the legislation
regarding Richmond, some of the city's improvements stemmed from needs voiced by the
inhabitants, who sought to render their city more orderly and secure. This speaks to both
the absence of a shared building culture that established what Richmond as a city should
look like prior to the legislative petitions. At the same moment, however, those petitions
captured the beginnings of Richmond's building culture as voiced by the men and women
who lived there. Richmond, as a city, should be orderly, traversable, and safe from
conflagration.
While residents championed their view of Richmond as a city, few people
championed the building trades that would help make it so. The men captured in the
historical record represent an elite subset of individuals who participated in the building
trades. Nevertheless, men like James Hatcher and Richard Randolph upheld the building
traditions rooted in the earliest days of colonial settlement that privileged local materials,
frame construction, and simplified joinery to create a uniquely Virginian structure. They
worked within the same cultural landscape, referencing known buildings as models and
43 William Waller Hening, ed., The Statutes at Large; Being a Collection of All the Laws of Virginia from
the First Session of the Legislature in the Year 1619 (Richmond: Franklin Press, 1819), 6:281,
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/nyp.33433081883344; Hening, The Statutes at Large, 8:656.
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anticipating a common and shared knowledge of the building process and the final
product.
As a small river town with no aspirations to grandeur, working within the extant
vernacular of regional building traditions provided a prudent and convenient way to begin
developing Richmond. In 1780, that complacency was challenged when Richmond was
catapulted to new prominence. William Byrd's city in the air became the state capital in a
new nation.
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Figure 1
William Mayo and James Wood, A Plan of Richmond, 1737
Library of Virginia
Mayo's gridiron plan gave Richmond an orderly appearance on paper, which could not be
matched in reality for several decades. There is also an interesting tension in the plan
between what can be modified, such as gullies being filled to level streets, and what
cannot be, like the river front. By avoiding the latter, Mayo restricted the development of
early Richmond to a landscape that could be redesigned through human labor.
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Figure 2
Benjamin Henry Latrobe, View of the North Front of Belvidere, Richmond, 1795-1798
Mount Vernon Ladies Association
As one of a number of plantation properties surrounding Richmond, William Byrd III's
plantation home west of Richmond, Belvidere, softened the transition from the urban core
to the rural outskirts. This and other lots created a zone of genteel development that
offered convenience to amenities and the beauty of pastoral settings.
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Figure 3
George Washington, A Plan of Alexandria, Now Belhaven, 1749
Library of Congress
Alexandria's plan took the city right to the waterfront, creating awkwardly and
inconsistently sized lots that did not fit either baroque order or imperial prescription.
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Figure 4
Plan of the Town of Fredericksburg as first laid off in 50 acres of Land
by Royston and Buckner 1721, after 1728
Library of Virginia
Fredericksburg, too, ran right to the river's edge. These lots could not match the
proportions of others in the town and were likely subject to the dangers of proximity to
flowing water, such as floods and erosion, though they also offered easy commercial
development opportunities.
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Figure 5
Detail of U.S. Geographic Survey, Richmond Quadrangle, 2013
1:24000 Scale
Shockoe Hill Cemetery, in the upper right hand corner, sits at approximately the same
elevation as St. John's Church in the lower left. Shockoe Creek runs between the two,
creating a steep divide that has challenged travelers since the city's founding.
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Figure 6
Surviving King Post Trust, St. John's Church
1200 Architectural Engineers, PLLC,
“St. John's Episcopal Church: Structural Investigation”
Historic St. John's Foundation
This photo captures southern half of the only surviving original king post truss in St.
John's roof. Because the roof is not currently accessible to researchers due to liability
issues, further analysis of its materials and construction is not possible.
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Figure 7
Dell Upton, Drawing of the Surviving King Post Truss
Dell Upton Papers, Colonial Williamsburg Foundation
Dell Upton's drawing of the truss captures the dimensions of the lumber used.
Interestingly, it does not include a mortise and tenon for a summer beam. If a summer
beam was truly absent from the original construction, it raises questions about the
Henrico County craftsmen's familiarity with this roof form in the 1740s.
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Figure 8
Digital drawing of hypothetical framing scheme of St. John's Church
Based on Slash Church as drawn by Dell Upton
Dell Upton Papers, Colonial Williamsburg Foundation
Erected in 1729, Slash Church in Hanover County shared architectural traits with St.
John's Church, including its dimensions and the placements of doors and windows.
However, today much more of Slash Church's original material remains intact, allowing
researchers some idea of the framing system.
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Figure 9
Micajah Bates, Plan of the City of Richmond drawn from actual survey and regional
plans, 1835
University of Virginia
Bates' plan included the above insert showing the prize lots for Byrd's lottery. The
southern lots follow Westham Road, creating irregularly sized lots at odds with those to
the east on Church Hill.
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Chapter 2
Thomas Jefferson's Capitol; or, How Not to Build a Roman Temple in Virginia
Though Richmond be already an old town...it was, before the war, one of
the least considerable in Virginia, where they are all, in general, very
small; but the seat of government having been removed from
Williamsburg, it is become a real capital, and is augmenting every day.
Marquis de Chastelliux, 17821
Five years after the capital of Virginia moved from Williamsburg to Richmond,
construction of a new capitol building began. Thomas Jefferson based his designs for the
new state building on the Maison Carrée, “the most perfect model existing of what may
be called Cubic architecture.” His vision for the Capitol was an innovative one, meant to
serve as “an example of architecture, in the classic style of antiquity” and introduce a new
monumental architecture to Virginia. Once the plans arrived in Virginia, however, they
were interpreted, modified, and even disregarded by Virginia builders. The capital's
relocation to Richmond triggered a demand in the building trades that brought craftsmen
into the city, each of whom worked within their own inherited building tradition. This
mélange of practices created an open building culture that offered building tradesmen
room to experiment with new forms and materials that had the potential shape the future
of Richmond’s built environment. Ultimately, it was not the innovations themselves, but
how far those innovations strayed from inherited practice, that determined their success
or failure and their impact on Richmond’s building culture.2
1 François Jean Castellux, marquis de, Travels in North-America, in the years 1780, 1781, and
1782...Translated from French by an English Gentleman, Who Resided in America at that Period
(London: G. G. J. and J. Robinson, 1787), 152, http://hdl.handle.net/2027/mdp.39015073766746.
2 Thomas Jefferson and Paul Leicester Ford, ed., The Writings of Thomas Jefferson (New York: G. P.
Putnam's Sons, 1892-1899), 1:64, http://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc1.31158011190823; Fiske Kimball and
Jon Kukla, ed., The Capitol of Virginia: A Landmark of American Architecture (Richmond: Virginia
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Thomas Jefferson's Designs for the Capital and the Capitol
The American Revolution prompted Virginia's legislature to vote in favor of
relocating the capital from Williamsburg to Richmond in 1779, which in turn created an
opportunity to reconsider the relationship between government, space, and city scape.
Governor Thomas Jefferson sponsored “An act for the removal of the seat of
government,” the provisions of which enabled Virginia's government to “avoid the
dangers of insults and injuries of public enemies” and did equal justice to “all the citizens
of the commonwealth by removing the seat of government to the town of Richmond...
which is more safe and central than any other town situated on navigable water.” In the
midst of the Revolution, such an act upheld the long-standing belief in equal geographical
access to government, while at the same time creating distance between the old regime
and the new. Moving the capital to Richmond positioned Virginia's seat of government
in the midst of hills and valleys just beyond the falls of the James River, and gave the
government a new topography across which to develop.3
The legislation outlined a new spatial organization of government. Six squares
would be appropriated in an “open and airy” part of the city for the use of public
buildings: the capitol, which contained meeting rooms for the house of delegates and the
senate, as well as for their clerks; the hall of justice, holding court of appeals, the high
court of chancery, the general court, the court of admiralty, and rooms for juries; a house
for the executive boards; the governor's house; and a public market. All the buildings
were to be built “in a handsome manner with walls of brick or stone, and porticoes where
State Library and Archives, 1989), 7-27.
3 William Waller Hening, ed., The Statutes at Large; Being a Collection of All the Laws of Virginia from
the First Session of the Legislature in the Year 1619 (Richmond: George Cochran), 10:86,
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc1.a0009123290.
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the same may be convenient or ornamental, and with pillars and pavements of stone.”
While it is unclear how much influence Thomas Jefferson had in shaping this piece of
legislation, it nevertheless correlates with his republicanism, reflected in the arrangement
of government spaces. Separating the executive, judicial, and legislative bodies into
discrete structures marked a radical change for the spatial organization of government.
European governments generally were not constituted in such a way as to permit this
level of separation, and colonial governments generally kept all three branches within a
single building, even as they transitioned to independent states.4
The act that reseated the capital also created an official body to oversee the new
capital's physical development: The Directors of Public Buildings. These five men held
the “power...to agree on plans for the said buildings, to employ proper workmen to erect
the same, to superintend them, to procure necessary materials...and to draw...such sums
of money as shall be wanting.” While the Directors had the power to act on behalf of the
state, they remained tethered by the the requirement that they submit plans and estimates
to both houses of the Assembly for approval by vote. The various men who cycled
through these positions acted within a role at once traditional and modified. Committees
of men, whether vestries searching for undertakers or tradesmen assessing work on public
buildings, had long administered the direction of Virginia's building trades relative to
publicly funded projects. The Directors of Public Buildings, however, functioned as
intermediaries, balancing governmental expectations, architectural ambitions, the
practicalities of construction, and temperaments of craftsmen.5
4 Hening, The Statutes at Large, 10:86; Mark R. Wenger, “Thomas Jefferson and the Virginia State
Capitol” The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 101, no. 1 (January 1993): 89,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4249331; Kimball and Kukla, The Capitol of Virginia, 8.
5 Hening, The Statutes at Large, 10:86.
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When the American Revolution ended, thoughts did not immediately turn to the
construction of a formal capitol building in Richmond. Only after the General Assembly
discussed the relocating the capital once more in 1784 did the Directors take action. By
the end of that July, they contracted with an undertaker and solicited Ryland Randolph to
draw the plan of the building.6
As the capitol started its long, slow journey into existence, the Directors of Public
Buildings overturned Jefferson's plan that called for distinct buildings for each branch of
government. They argued “that apartments can be provided for the use of the legislative,
executive, and judiciary, to greater advantage and less expense, by uniting them under
one roof, than by erecting separate houses.” Cognizant of the state's fragile post-war
economy, the General Assembly agreed.7
Several possibilities might account for this drastic change of scope. William
Short reported to Jefferson, then in Paris, he did not “think the Directors believe[d] it
[was] possible to build a more magnificent House than the Wmsburg Capitol (Figure
10).” The Williamsburg capitol provided a known and familiar model from which to
work, allowing the Directors, and by proxy the state, to procure sound estimates and to
compare the new capitol to the extant one. Combining all branches of government within
a single building also offered substantial cost savings to the state and a way to shorten
time to completion on the project. Finally, building a single structure, rather than one for
6 Journal of the House of Delegates of the Commonwealth of Virginia, 1781-1786 (Richmond: Thomas
W. White, 1828), 96; William Short to Thomas Jefferson, 28 July 1784. The Papers of Thomas
Jefferson Digital Edition, Barbara B. Oberg and J. Jefferson Looney, eds., (Charlottesville: University
of Virginia Press, Rotunda, 2008–2015),
http://rotunda.upress.virginia.edu.proxy.wm.edu/founders/TSJN-01-07-02-0290.
7 William Waller Hening, ed., The Statutes at Large; Being a Collection of All the Laws of Virginia from
the First Session of the Legislature in the Year 1619 (Richmond: George Cochran, 1823), 11: 496,
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/nyp.33433081883377.
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each governmental function, presented a less daunting task for the Directors.8
Randolph's death in late 1784 triggered a change of plans among the Directors.
The following March, they wrote to Jefferson in Paris, laying out their concerns for the
building. Given his former service as a Director of Public Buildings, current Directors
William Hay and James Buchanan hoped that Jefferson would “Consult an able Architect
on a plan fit for a Capitol, and to assist him” based on the information included in their
letter. Jefferson's residence in a European metropole gave him access to talented
architects, his public service lent him the air of being a responsible steward of state
resources, and his varied interests shaped him into a cultural arbiter of Virginia's
developing identity as an independent state. Though Buchanan and Hay argued that “the
Commonwealth must sustain a heavy expense, and that we can provide no shield so
effectual against the censure which await large disbursements of public money, as the
propriety of making them,” the subtext of their request for Jefferson's aid hints that the
Directors sought to have his name attached to the project as a way to gain public and
political favor for it.9
Buchanan and Hay went on to describe the general parameters of the building.
They informed Jefferson of the consolidation of all branches of government into a single
building, and provided a draft that indicated the number and area of rooms (Figure 11).
Beyond the spatial needs of the building, little else had been decided. The ground had
8 William Short to Thomas Jefferson, 28 July 1784. The Papers of Thomas Jefferson Digital Edition.
9 James Buchanan and William Hay to Thomas Jefferson, 20 March 1785. The Papers of Thomas
Jefferson Digital Edition, Barbara B. Oberg and J. Jefferson Looney, eds., (Charlottesville: University
of Virginia Press, Rotunda, 2008–2015),
http://rotunda.upress.virginia.edu.proxy.wm.edu/founders/TSJN-01-08-02-0025. Thomas Jefferson was
appointed a Director of Public Buildings in 1780. Hening, The Statutes at Large, 10: 317; Kimball and
Kukla, The Capitol of Virginia, 8.
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not yet been laid out, though they had settled on a site on Shockoe Hill. The Directors
contracted Edward Voss of Culpepper, “a workman of the first reputation here, but
skillful in plain and rubbed work alone” to lay “1500 thousand bricks.” If stone was
needed, it would be brought from Europe, and lead would cover the roof, as they
“conceive[d] that to be better than Copper or tiles.” All of this was to be done on a
budget of £10,000 Virginia currency. Thus far, the Virginia capitol had progressed along
a fairly predictable route. Grand aspirations were scaled down for economy, and the
Directors of Public Buildings sought to avoid the scandal of overspending by attaching
both a reasonable budget and a strongly-respected name to the project. Such was the last
time anything was predictable.10
Troubles began within two months. Jefferson received Buchanan and Hay's letter
on 14 June 1785 and replied immediately, “apprising [them] that between that date and
the 1st of August it would be impossible to procure and get to [their] hands the drafts
[they] desired.” In a subsequent letter dated 13 August, Jefferson reported that he had
finally found “an architect whose taste had been formed on a study of the antient
models...and who perfectly fulfills my wishes.” While Jefferson searched for an
architect, the Directors maintained their original timeline. The ground was marked and
dug by 5 August, and James Currie reported that the first brick would be laid 10 August.11
10 James Buchanan and William Hay to Thomas Jefferson, 20 March 1785. The Papers of Thomas
Jefferson Digital Edition. Tiles were widely used on seventeenth-century Virginia buildings, though
they fell out of favor by the eighteenth century due to their cost and weight. Copper was a known
roofing material, but carpenters disliked using it because it was expensive and required special skills to
install. Lead made up a small percentage of roofs in early eighteenth-century, but was likewise not a
popular material due to its cost and complications of supporting its weight.Willie Graham, “Exterior
Finishes” in Cary Carson and Carl R. Lounsbury, eds., The Chesapeake House: Architectural
Investigation by Colonial Williamsburg (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2013),
294-299.
11 Thomas Jefferson to James Buchanan and William Hay, 13 August 1785. The Papers of Thomas
Jefferson Digital Edition, Barbara B. Oberg and J. Jefferson Looney, eds., (Charlottesville: University

74

Jefferson continued to work on the plans and to offer helpful advice from Paris,
much of which demonstrated the depth of his knowledge regarding Virginia's building
practices. Some of the advice was practical and reflected the generations of adaptations
to weather and materials inherent in Virginia's building culture: the columns and external
architraves of doors should be made of stone, and any elements not exposed to weather
would be “handsomer, cheaper, and more durable in plaister than in wood,” though
external cornices should be made of wood. Jefferson also exhibited a surprising
sensitivity to the challenges that could arise when blending European workers, as
requested by the Directors, with Virginians. Jefferson cautioned that if he sent a
workman from France to superintend the project, “he would consider himself as the
Superintendant of the Directors themselves and probably of the Government of the state
also.” Though such self-superiority could be attributed to Gallic pride, it could not be
supported by their workmanship. “Nothing can be worse than the house-joinery of
Paris,” Jefferson declared. While throwing barbs at the French, Jefferson commended
English workmen, as well as enslaved artisans in Virginia. In executing joinery, “there
are no workmen in wood in Europe comparable to those of England.” Englishmen
offered a blending of European skill, deep craft knowledge, and a perfect understanding
of the language. Jefferson subsequently recommended importing only a single stoneof Virginia Press, Rotunda, 2008–2015),
http://rotunda.upress.virginia.edu.proxy.wm.edu/founders/TSJN-01-08-02-0293; James Currie to
Thomas Jefferson 5 August 1785. The Papers of Thomas Jefferson Digital Edition, Barbara B. Oberg
and J. Jefferson Looney, eds., (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, Rotunda, 2008–2015),
http://rotunda.upress.virginia.edu.proxy.wm.edu/founders/TSJN-01-08-02-0276. The corner stone for
the building was laid 15 August 1785; Currie also complained that the Directors sited the capitol poorly,
“by the time the Portico and Steps &c. &c. are finished, it leaves no room for a Street...By receding 100
feet backward, they would have a spacious field on each side.” Curries's true ire stemmed not from a
poorly laid out site for the capitol, but from the fact that that particular arrangement meant no road
would be cut past the house he was building as a tenement.
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cutter to work on the project, “because, under his direction, negroes who never saw a
tool, will be able to prepare the work for him to finish.” The seemingly unconscious
juxtaposition of a total ignorance of stone-cutting and the ability to rough-out work,
speaks to Jefferson's regard for the ability of enslaved individuals to learn quickly and
execute work skillfully, a perspective likely developed through and certainly evidenced
by his use of enslaved craftsmen during the construction of Monticello.12
Jefferson exploited the openness of Richmond's building culture in order to craft a
structure without precedent in Virginia. He took the plans provided by the Directors and
began to modify them, taking “the opportunity of introducing into the State an example
of architecture, in the classic style of antiquity.” He chose the Maison Carrée as his
model, which may have guided his subsequent decision to work with Charles-Louis
Clérriseau. An architect and architectural draughtsman, Clérriseau made his name
drawing views of classical ruins while a student in Rome in the 1740s. He published a
collection of these drawings, including ones of the Maison Carrée, in 1778 under the title
Antiquitiés de la France (Figures 12 and 13). Given Jefferson's own architectural
interests, this volume may have brought the two men into collaboration on the Capitol
drawings. Jefferson modified the exterior slightly, changing the Corinthian capitals to
Ionic in order to simplify the demands on the artisans, making the portico only two
12 Thomas Jefferson to James Buchanan and William Hay, 13 August 1785. The Papers of Thomas
Jefferson Digital Edition. See, for example: Robert F. Dalzell, Jr., “Constructing Independence:
Monticello, Mount Vernon, and the Men Who Built Them” Eighteenth-Century Studies 26, no. 4
(Summer 1993): 543-580, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2739482; Travis C. McDonald, Jr., “Constructing
Optimism: Thomas Jefferson's Poplar Forest” Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture 8 (2000): 176200, http://jstor.org/stable/3514413; Travis C. McDonald, Jr., “The Brickwork at Poplar Forest: Mr.
Jefferson Builds His Dream Home” APT Bulletin 27, no. 1/2 (1996): 36-46,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1504499; Robert L. Self and Susan R. Stein, “The Collaboration of Thomas
Jefferson and John Hemings: Furniture Attributed to the Monticello Joinery” Winterthur Portfolio 33,
no. 4 (Winter 1998): 231-248, http://www.jstor.org/stable/1215183.

76

columns deep rather than the original three, and enlarging the scale of the building while
keeping the proportions intact (Figures 12 and 13). For the interior, he modified the
layout of the second capitol at Williamsburg, relocating the stairs and the clerks' offices
so as to expand the General Court and the House of Delegates (Figure 14). As drawn, the
Capitol at Richmond blended a new neoclassical design with the familiar internal layout
of Virginia government.13
The Directors of Public Buildings could not wait for Jefferson's innovations,
however. Discussions in the legislature turned once more to relocating the capital and
provoked the Directors to break ground to forestall the move. On receiving word of this,
Jefferson begged his acquaintances in Richmond to persuade the Directors to wait for his
plans to arrive. The plan he proposed would “give more room, be more convenient, and
cost less than the plans they sent [him],” as well as present “to travellers a morsel of taste
in our infancy promising much for our maturer age.” If the work was stopped in time,
“the loss [would] be only of the laying of bricks already laid, or a part of them.” Any
pulled up bricks could then be reused for interior walls and one side wall and one end
wall might be saved if they answered Jefferson's own plan. The sunk cost of money
already spent would pale in comparison to “the saving of money which will arise... the
comfort of laying out the public money for something honourable, [and] the satisfaction
of seeing an object and proof of national good taste.” Unfortunately, the Directors could
13 Jefferson and Bergh, The Writings of Thomas Jefferson,1:68-69; Oxford Dictionary of National
Biography Online, s.v. “Clérisseau, Charles-Louis,” accessed April 29, 2016. Clérisseau subsequently
influenced the development of neoclassicism as he mentored other architects and worked in Italy,
Britain, and France. Kimball and Kukla, The Capitol of Virginia, 30; Thomas Jefferson to James
Buchanan and William Hay 26 January 1786. The Papers of Thomas Jefferson Digital Edition, Barbara
B. Oberg and J. Jefferson Looney, eds., (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, Rotunda, 2008–
2015), http://rotunda.upress.virginia.edu.proxy.wm.edu/founders/TSJN-01-09-02-0194; Wenger,
“Thomas Jefferson and the Virginia State Capitol,” 99.
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not stop what was already in motion. Forced by “the anxiety of the Public to have the
work begun,” they had continued on.14
The encroaching winter bought both the Directors and Jefferson some time.
Unable to lay bricks in the cold for fear of the mortar freezing, cracking, and failing,
Voss and his men covered the walls they already had in place and retreated indoors. In
the meantime, Jefferson and Clérriseau completed their drawings. Posting the plans on
26 January 1786, Jefferson repeated his reasoning for choosing the Maison Carrée for his
model and detailed his collaboration with Clérriseau, who was then employed overseeing
the creation of a plaster model “for the guide of workmen not very expert in their art.”
Jefferson intended to develop not only the taste of Virginians, but also the abilities of
Virginia's artisans.15
Particularly problematic to all parties involved was the scale of Jefferson's plan.
Many of the refinements to the Directors' vision were economical, such as including only
one portico instead of four and planning a building only two-fifths the size they
suggested. The extant foundation, however, measured 148 feet by 118 feet. Jefferson's
measured only 106 feet by 64 feet. Laid walls, then, had to be removed before the mortar
had fully cured and those bricks recycled into interior walls. Jefferson assured the
14 Thomas Jefferson to James Madison, 1 September 1785. The Papers of Thomas Jefferson Digital
Edition, Barbara B. Oberg and J. Jefferson Looney, eds., (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press,
Rotunda, 2008–2015), http://rotunda.upress.virginia.edu.proxy.wm.edu/founders/TSJN-01-08-02-0360;
Thomas Jefferson to James Madison, 20 September 1785. The Papers of Thomas Jefferson Digital
Edition, Barbara B. Oberg and J. Jefferson Looney, eds., (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press,
Rotunda, 2008–2015), http://rotunda.upress.virginia.edu.proxy.wm.edu/founders/TSJN-01-08-020416]; James Buchanan and William Hay to Thomas Jefferson, 18 October 1785. The Papers of
Thomas Jefferson Digital Edition, Barbara B. Oberg and J. Jefferson Looney, eds., (Charlottesville:
University of Virginia Press, Rotunda, 2008–2015),
http://rotunda.upress.virginia.edu.proxy.wm.edu/founders/TSJN-01-08-02-0507.
15 Thomas Jefferson to James Buchanan and William Hay, 26 January 1786. The Papers of Thomas
Jefferson Digital Edition.
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Directors that, though “this circumstance will enlist all the workmen, and people of the
art against the plan,” it would ultimately “save a great proportion of the expence.”
Madison warned Jefferson some two months later not hold out too much hope for his
plan, as the Richmond Interest sought “to get the building so far advanced before the fall
as to put an end” to discussions about relocating the capital when the General Assembly
met in October. The “hope that the substitution of a more economical plan, may better
reconcile the Assembly to a prosecution of the undertaking” seemed to be the only
chance for Jefferson's vision for the capitol to succeed.16
Three more months passed before the fate of the Capitol could be determined.
Delays brought the plans into the hands of the Directors in the late spring of 1786.
Edmund Randolph, then a Director of Public Buildings, wrote to James Madison: “After
great anxiety, we have received the plan of a capitol from Paris; and with some difficulty
the directors have agreed to conform the bricks already laid to that model. This will
afford some comfort to Mr. J.” Randolph's report to Jefferson the following month went
into greater detail. The Directors did not accept Jefferson's plan in its entirety, but agreed
“it would be enough to follow the same proportions,” “without adhering to precisely the
same front.” By doing so, the Directors were “obliged to remove only one side wall and
a few partition walls,” thus avoiding strengthening the position of those who wanted to
16 As built, the Capitol foundations correspond to the length of the building as drawn, though the width is
less than that of those foundation but proportional to the width of the model. Overall, this was
approximately a ten percent increase in size. Kimball and Kukla, The Capitol of Virginia, 72; Thomas
Jefferson to James Buchanan and William Hay, 26 January 1786. The Papers of Thomas Jefferson
Digital Edition; George Douglas to Thomas Jefferson, 15 October 1800 (Microfilm Reel 22, Jan. 1800
– Feb 1801, pp. 18417-18418), Thomas Jefferson Papers, Library of Congress in Kimball and Kukla,
The Capitol of Virginia, 14; James Madison to Thomas Jefferson, 18 March 1786. The Papers of
Thomas Jefferson Digital Edition, Barbara B. Oberg and J. Jefferson Looney, eds., (Charlottesville:
University of Virginia Press, Rotunda, 2008–2015),
http://rotunda.upress.virginia.edu.proxy.wm.edu/founders/TSJN-01-09-02-0301.
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relocate the capital by pulling up everything that had been completed.17
In one fraught meeting, Jefferson's grand plan for a capitol that would educate and
enlighten the citizens of Virginia started to come undone. His logical, classical building
slowly started to assume a new form. It would remain largely Jefferson's design, but in
implementation, it would become a Virginia building, a transformation due to the choices
made by the men responsible for its construction.18
After he returned from Paris in 1789, Jefferson offered his thoughts on the halfcompleted building to his friend William Short:
Our new Capitol when the corrections are made of which it is susceptible
will be an edifice of first rate dignity. Whenever it shall be finished with
the proper ornaments belonging to it (which will not be in this age) it will
be worthy of being exhibited along side the most celebrated remains of
antiquity. It’s extreme convenience has acquired it universal approbation.
The capitol that Jefferson referenced still lacked its external plaster and the pilasters
added by Samuel Dobie to continue the Ionic order on every facade were likely little
more than unfinished wood and red brick, without bases or capitals. Jefferson's vision for
the role the Capitol would play as an arbiter of culture and refinement still held.
Corrections could be made, and appropriate ornaments applied to the building in order to
align it with both classical aesthetics and neoclassical republicanism befitting the young
17 Edmund Randolph to James Madison, 12 June 1786. (Series 1, General Correspondence, Microfilm
Reel 2), The James Madison Papers, Library of Congress,
http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.mss/mjm.02_0674_0676; Edmund Randolph to Thomas Jefferson, 12 July 1786.
The Papers of Thomas Jefferson Digital Edition, Barbara B. Oberg and J. Jefferson Looney, eds.,
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, Rotunda, 2008–2015),
http://rotunda.upress.virginia.edu.proxy.wm.edu/founders/TSJN-01-10-02-0069.
18 This process of translation was not without its challenges, however. As the Capitol continued to rise,
Director Edmund Randolph confided his worries about the building to Jefferson. The building met with
“approbation of most people; but I tremble, let we should have committed some blunder in proportion.”
Edmund Randolph to Thomas Jefferson, 28 January 1787. The Papers of Thomas Jefferson Digital
Edition, Barbara B. Oberg and J. Jefferson Looney, eds., (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press,
Rotunda, 2008–2015), http://rotunda.upress.virginia.edu.proxy.wm.edu/founders/TSJN-01-11-02-0084 .
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nation. The only change to his plan which would not admit correction was the
substitution of a full basement for the pedestal Jefferson designed. The switch was a
practical one, shifting staff offices from the attic story into the basement, allowing easier
access to the records and document storage, and saving generations of clerks from
sweltering on the third story during hot Virginia summers.19
The capital's relocation to Richmond initiated a new chapter in the city's history.
As the seat of the state government, its built environment would be expected to reflect its
central role in Virginia's development as a state and as part of a newly independent
nation. The extant built environment encapsulated the city's rather modest history as a
tobacco port and a small town that served a dispersed agricultural population.
Furthermore, the local building culture had yet to coalesce around shared ideas of what a
capital city in a confederated, independent state should look like. These gaps between
what was and what could be allowed men like Thomas Jefferson to explore new modes of
organizational and architectural design, though their success was often tempered by preexisting expectations transported to Richmond by its new residents. While the Capitol
could take on a new appearance, it should feel familiar to those who occupied it. This
process of negotiating the limits of innovation characterized the Capitol's construction,
just as it had the building's design.

Raising The Roof
19 Thomas Jefferson to William Short, 14 December 1789. The Papers of Thomas Jefferson Digital
Edition, Barbara B. Oberg and J. Jefferson Looney, eds., (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press,
Rotunda, 2008–2015), http://rotunda.upress.virginia.edu.proxy.wm.edu/founders/TSJN-01-16-02-0022;
Duc de la Rouchefoucault-Linacourt, Travels Through the United States of North America... 2nd ed.
(London: T. Gillet, 1800) 3:61; Kimball and Kukla, The Capitol of Virginia, 69-79.
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The men who built the Capitol – the carpenters, masons, joiners, painters, and
plasterers – were new to the city, working together for the first time and learning how to
share a construction site while simultaneously erecting a building without peer or
precedent in Virginia. They operated in a building culture that adhered to inherited
production patterns in individual practice, but allowed for innovations because no single
practice yet dominated in Richmond's building trades. This openness embraced
experimentation with style and materials, which could have led to new forms, new
methods, and ultimately an evolved building culture. Unfortunately, this openness also
permitted individuals without craft knowledge to influence the construction process based
on novelty or a lack of competition, complicating otherwise familiar processes.
Chief among the arbiters of possibility was Samuel Dobie, the superintendent of
the project and “an adept at draughtmanship.” How Dobie came to oversee the first large
construction project undertaken by the state of Virginia remains a mystery. His ability to
understand architectural drawings may have recommended him as an authority figure in
an occupational culture that had not yet established itself and did not usually work from
drawings. Though Dobie resided in Richmond as early as 1775, his first known
profession was recorded as “chymist” in the 1782 tax lists for Ward One in Richmond.20
Samuel Dobie's involvement with the Capitol may have started as early as March
1785. When Edmund Randolph reported the building's progress to Jefferson in July
1786, he reported having “directed Mr. Dobie, our superintendant, and an adept in
draughtsmanship, to furnish me with a narrative of our proceedings in technical
20 Edmund Randolph to Thomas Jefferson, 12 July 1786. The Papers of Thomas Jefferson Digital
Edition; Common Hall Records, No. 1, 1782-1792, City Records, Library of Virginia, 296, 355. Dobie
did not list a profession in the tax lists of 1784.
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language.” Such a comment implies Dobie either had been a participant in the
proceedings for their duration, or had access to the earliest Directors' records regarding
the construction process. In either case, Randolph trusted Dobie's ability to create a
narrative in technical language, one which would ostensibly place the construction
project within the context of Virginia's building culture. Unfortunately, Dobie never
finished his draft.21
Samuel Dobie's most egregious attempt to test the boundaries of possibility used
the Capitol's roof as a test case. Rather than find an appropriate craftsman to undertake
the roof's construction, Dobie himself proposed to do the work in July 1788. He offered
“to make a tight and lasting cover on the roof of the Capital of 2 courses of bricks well
laid and cement'd.” The Directors would furnish all the materials, allow five shillings per
thousand to raise the bricks to the roof line and pay two shillings a yard for the
workmanship. Dobie offered the work at such a low price, “at least one third less then
the workmen in town have charged for their ill done work of the same,” because it was
impossible to have “this kind of work done as it should be or as I order without my
constant attendance therefore it is only for the good of the Building and because I have
recommended it I would chose to undertake it at so low a price.”22
21 Edmund Randolph to Thomas Jefferson, 12 July 1786. The Papers of Thomas Jefferson Digital
Edition; Edmund Randolph to Thomas Jefferson, 28 January 1787. The Papers of Thomas Jefferson
Digital Edition
22 Samuel Dobie's Proposals to the Directors of Public Buildings in Richmond, 18 July 1788, Auditor of
Public Accounts (1776-1928). Capitol Square Data, Records, 1776-1971 (bulk 1785-1850). Accession
40418. State government records collection, The Library of Virginia, Richmond, Va. Dobie's full
proposal reads: “To make a tight and lasting cover on the roof of the Capital of 2 courses of bricks well
laid and cement'd the Directors furnishing all the materials as per Estimate and the same delivered at the
Capital and to allow five shillings per thousand for carrying or raising the bricks on the roof or what it
may cost to get them there. This being complied with I will undertake with the utmost expedition to do
all the workmanship of the cover of the roof at two shillings per yard to be paid in cash or warrants at
their passing value. And the Portico floor of 3 courses as above at three shillings per yard. The above
terms are at least one third less than the workmen in town have charged for their ill done work of the
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Dobie's confidence belied his abilities. Without any documented experience in
bricklaying or a known labor pool from which to draw, Dobie likely had to subcontract
the bricklayers. Working at two-thirds the usual rate of Richmond tradesmen, Dobie
would have had to rely on either journeymen or hired slaves. Either case enabled Dobie
to artificially bolster his authority over the site by stepping into the role of “master”
without having either the trade knowledge or ownership to warrant the title. Dobie's bid
reinforced his abilities, as well, using language that implied he possessed a master's
knowledge. He not only critiqued other tradesmen by identifying their “ill done work,”
but also implied that only with his “constant attendance,” his masterful watch over the
laborers, could the job be executed in a workmanlike manner.23 This confidence swayed
the Directors, even though Dobie's proposal marked a departure from standard roofing
practices in Virginia and from Jefferson’s design, which called for a gabled roof.
Dobie's flat brick roof was an anomaly in Virginia's built environment. The
state’s wet climate made pitched roofs, which shed water more quickly than flat ones, the
practical choice. On the rare occasion a flat roof was used in Virginia, it was covered
with an impermeable surface. Most famously, the Page family installed a flat lead roof at
Rosewell Plantation. Samuel Dobie not only opted to install an unusual roof structure on
the Capitol, but he also chose to do so using an inappropriate material. As ubiquitous as
same ing and finding by [illegible] there is no possibility of getting this kind of work done as it should
be or as I order without my constant attendance therefore it is only for the good of the Building and
because I have recommended it I would chose to undertake it at so low a price. And as it will be
impossible for me to do it without prompt payment hoe you will see cause to favour me with one half of
the amount of the whole work as above immediate one quarter more as soon as the roof is done and the
last quarter as soon as the Portico floor is done.
23 In the 1784 tax list, Dobie owned one tithable male slave, two female slaves and one slave not tithable –
too few to be a functioning labor force on site. Common Hall Records, No. 1, 1782-1792, City
Records, Library of Virginia, 355; Samuel Dobie to the Directors of Public Buildings, 19 July 1788,
Capital Square Data, Library of Virginia.

84

bricks were in Virginia construction, no other evidence presents itself to support their use
as roofing material. Despite this, the low cost and Dobie's own confidence convinced the
Directors of Public Buildings that an unknown roof type would not only be appropriate
for the new Capitol, but also “that a flat roof of brick properly finished will last upwards
of one hundred years.”24
Between October 1788 and July 1789, Dobie recorded thirty-two days worked by
three men and his attendance in “mending the roof of the Capital after different
workmen.” In the time worked, the four carried up 72,000 bricks and laid 1,111 yards of
covering and cementing. For all of the bricks hauled and the cementing laid, they had
covered “the roof of the Capital as far as the boddy of the house only” in ten months
(Figure 15).25
Dobie's experiment ended that December, when a committee reported on the
condition of the building and found it “absolutely necessary for the preservation of the
building from ruin, there be immediately a pediment roof put on it to be covered with
Lead,” at the cost of £3,476. By comparison, Dobie's flat roof had been a bargain at the
cost of only £170. Despite promises to make the roof tight and durable, the Senate

24 Virginia B. Price, “Constructing to Command: Rivalries between Green Spring and the Governor’s
Palace, 1677-1722,” The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 113:1 (2005), 36. There is a
history of tile roofs in Virginia, and it is plausible that Dobie might have intended to use the bricks as a
substructure for a flat tile roof. However, no documents relating to Dobie’s roof choice mention tiles.
Willie Graham, “Exterior Finishes” in Cary Carson and Carl R. Lounsbury, eds., The Chesapeake
House: Architectural Investigation by Colonial Williamsburg (Chapel Hill: The University of North
Carolina Press, 2013), 294-299; Journal of the House of Delegates of the Commonwealth of Virginia,
1787-1788, (Richmond: Thomas W. White, 1828), 114.
25 Account for Mending the Roof of the Capitol, undated, Capital Square Data, Library of Virginia; The
Directors of the Public Buildings in Acct with Samuel Dobie, 1788-1789, Capital Square Data, Library
of Virginia. According to Thomas Warren's estimate of the roof's dimensions, the roof was 1,115 yards,
so Dobie and his crew covered most of the surface. Capitol Roofe Dimensions as follows, 29 April
1790, Capital Square Data, Library of Virginia.
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“apprehended that it [would] be impractical to make the roof a tight one.”26
Dobie's flat brick roof is best characterized as an attempt at innovation: an
analysis of skills and materials available that, used differently, could lead to a new way of
doing things. Dobie's inventiveness, though, had no practical foundation in the deep
history of Virginia's building culture. Bricks made walls, not roofs, for a reason; not only
were they heavy to haul up to the roof, but they could not be made impermeable.
As the Senate put an end to Dobie's brick roof, they ordered the Directors to
embark on yet another unfamiliar path. They requested the Directors make a new
contract for a lead roof, giving “preference to such as is the production of this
Commonwealth, if the same can be procured in season at a rate not exceeding five per
centum higher than other lead would cost.” A month later, Director William Hay wrote
to the governor that the Directors “contracted with Moses Austin & Co to cover the roof
with lead; also with Dabney Minor to furnish the materials and do the wooden work.” Of
the two, Dabney Minor was a trusted carpenter, having worked on the Capitol since its
inception. Moses Austin & Company, however, was an unknown entity.27
The emphasis on Virginia lead in the Senate's December 1789 recommendations
opened the door for industrial pioneer Moses Austin. A Philadelphia merchant, Austin
relocated to Richmond in the mid-1780s to open a second branch of his retail operation,
Moses Austin & Co. Soon after, he purchased the Chiswell Mines in Wythe County.
Austin brought in English miners and lead workers, and established one of the first
manufactories of shot and sheet lead in the United States. A contract with Moses Austin
26 Wm. P. Palmer and Sherwin McRae, eds., Calendar of Virginia State Papers and Other Manuscripts
(Richmond: Rush U. Derr, 1885), 5:77, 5:78, http://hdl.handle.net/2027/hvd.32044097931299.
27 Palmer and McRae, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 5:78, 5:95.
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offered a way to support Virginia's growing industry and a cost-effective plan to install a
rarely-used roof form. The former tied the Capitol into the state's economic
development, while the latter marked it as a unique element in the city's built
environment, just as the design did. As Dabney Minor fitted the wooden substructure for
the new lead roof and Moses Austin began to produce lead sheeting, the Capitol's second
roof began to take shape.28
A different challenge to the boundaries of Virginia's building culture arose in June
1790, and highlights the interdependency of the building trades, as well as the building
components. Edward Voss, the long-time bricklayer on the Capitol, entered into a
contract with the Directors 11 May 1789 “to build the columns of the portico and the
vaults under the portico, of Brick, according to the direction of the Superinden't.” The
following July, Voss entered into a £1,500 bond to ensure “the faithful performance of
his contract,” as was standard on public contracts in order to protect the public
investment. Voss and his workers finished the columns so late in the building season that
the Directors decided to postpone the vaults until the following year.29 When Voss
petitioned to resume his work in 1790, the Directors “excepted to the Columns, as being
in their opinion insufficient & not built in a workmanlike manner.” This cast aspersions
not only on Voss' ability to oversee the execution of reliable brickwork, but also his
fluency in the building culture. Voss and the Directors agreed that the Alexander
Quarrier, Thomas Warren, and John Collins would inspect the columns and render an
opinion on their suitability. Those three then met with the Directors and heard the
28 A. J. Morrison, “Roving Business,” William and Mary Quarterly 2:3 (July 1922), 200; Palmer and
McRae, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 5:95; Moses Austin in Account with the Directors of Public
Buildings, 14 December 1790, Capitol Square Data, The Library of Virginia.
29 Palmer and McRae, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 5:174.
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testimony of Robert Goode, Samuel Dobie, and Dabney Minor before putting their
opinion in writing: “they considered [the columns] as insufficient and are of the opinion
that they ought to be taken down, the whole or at least a part, and also that they deferred
their opinion of the inefficiency of the work on Mr. Voss's part, or otherwise, till the
taking down of the columns, at which time they would be particular in viewing the same
and then report finally.” Putting contested work through arbitration was a long-held part
of Virginia's building culture, but Voss' reaction to the suggestion was not. He refused.30
Voss' answer was a calculated one, intended to test the depth of knowledge other
building tradesmen possessed regarding brick masonry and to assert his own competence.
Of the six men who either testified or served as referees, only one had a background in
the masonry trades – Thomas Warren. Warren, however, had long been Samuel Dobie's
partner, making his testimony suspect if Dobie had taken a dislike to Voss' work. Dobie
himself had no demonstrable background in the building trades, as previously discussed.
Dabney Minor and John Collins worked as carpenters. While they had undoubtedly
worked alongside bricklayers, they lacked the internal trade knowledge necessary to
render a knowledgable verdict on the quality of work. Alexander Quarrier, who would go
on to serve in an number of roles that involved public buildings, was a coachmaker. Voss
played on the nebulous knowledge of these craftsmen who knew something of the
masonry trades by working in concert with them, but not enough to directly challenge a
man who practiced the trade on a daily basis.31
30 Palmer and McRae, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 5:174. Voss did agree that, if on further review
the Referrees thought he was faulty in the execution of the work, he would pay the the costs of taking
down and putting up the columns. He refused to claim any faulty workmanship, but then admitted that,
if the referees did more work, he might be persuaded to cover the costs.
31 MESDA Craftsman Database (Thomas Warren; accessed April 30, 2016),
http://www.mesda.org/research_sprite/mesda_craftsman_database.html; MESDA Craftsman Database
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The ploy worked. The Directors cited “reasons to believe that Brick columns may
in the end be defective, and ultimately as expensive as stone columns, if coated with a
hard finishing to make them resemble stone, they feel inclined to postpone further
execution of the work” until the General Assembly reconvened.32 Fortunately for Voss,
the General Assembly opted to take no action and the columns remained in place.
The effects of Voss' refusal to admit fault in his work reached all the way to the
roof. The Directors determined it would be “unsafe to trust a Lead Cover on the roof of
the Portico until the columns are made sufficient.” Therefore, “the roof should be
shingled, & the front & sides of the Pedimint to be sheeted with plank to preserve the
timbers from injury (Figure 16).” Dabney Minor, already contracted to do the
substructural woodwork for Austin's lead roof, took on the task of shingling the roof of
the Portico. On 28 August 1790, he took delivery for 10,800 shingles from Zach
Valentine and on 8 September received an additional 29,200 from John Hague &
Company. He also received 2,258 lath “for covering the centering of Portico” and 3,000
feet featheredge plank for the portico from Reuben George. Forty thousand six penny
nails came from John Graham, followed by an additional 5,000 six penny nails, 800
twenty penny nails, and 800 ten penny nails. The total cost of roofing the Portico came to
£80.13.7, about half of Samuel Dobie's £170 brick roof, but a fraction of what was
allocated for a lead roof.33
(John Collins; accessed April 30, 2016),
http://www.mesda.org/research_sprite/mesda_craftsman_database.html; MESDA Craftsman Database
(Alexander Quarrier; accessed April 30, 2016),
http://www.mesda.org/research_sprite/mesda_craftsman_database.html; MESDA Craftsman Database
(Dabney Minor; accessed April 30, 2016),
http://www.mesda.org/research_sprite/mesda_craftsman_database.html.
32 Palmer and McRae, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 5:174.
33 Palmer and McRae, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 5:174; Zach. Valentine Received of Dabney
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Given the prevalence shingle roofs in Virginia, shingling the roof initially would
have proved both cost effective and probably far more reliable than the various
innovations that were attempted. Dabney Minor was not only familiar with Virginia's
common building practices, but he also had an in-house labor force, consisting of four
white males over age sixteen and six tithable slaves, as well as any younger apprentices
who could be used for running and carrying materials. By following common practice,
Dabney Minor fulfilled the terms of his contract at a reasonable rate and provided a tight
roof for the protection of the portico.34
Voss' questionable columns ultimately required the creation of a roof that was
hybrid in both form and function. It juxtaposed a familiar roof covering with a novel one,
creating a gentle melding of old and new, which paralleled the design choices Jefferson
made for the building as a whole. The mix of roofing materials also spoke to Virginia's
broader architectural landscape where time and necessity, rather than aesthetics, could
dictate the finish of a building. What made it unusual, however, was its presence on a
public building.
While Minor and his hands installed the roof on the portico, Moses Austin & Co.
began work on the lead roof. Metal roofs were not new to eighteenth-century Virginia,
Minor 28 August 1790, Capitol Square Data, The Library of Virginia; The Directors of the Capitol to
Dabney Minor, 1790, Capitol Square Data, The Library of Virginia; The Directors of Public Buildings
to John Hague & Co., 26 August 1790, Capitol Square Data, The Library of Virginia; Dabney Minor
Received of Capt. George Reuben, 8 September 1790, Capitol Square Data, The Library of Virginia;
The Directors of the Capitol to Dabney Minor, 1790, Capitol Square Data, Records, The Library of
Virginia; Dabney Minor Received of Capt. George Reuben, 8 September 1790, Capitol Square Data,
Records, The Library of Virginia; The Directors of the Capitol to Dabney Minor, 1790, Capitol Square
Data, The Library of Virginia.
34 Common Hall Records, No. 1, 1782-1792, City Records, Library of Virginia, 412. Minor received
either a small bonus or a small advance when paid for his work. On 28 September 1790, he signed a
receipt for £65 payment on Hay's order. Dabney Minor Received of William Hay, 28 September 1790,
Capitol Square Data, The Library of Virginia.
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though they were seldom used after the opening decades of the century. Generally,
builders avoided using lead because it was prone to sag and fail on steep roof pitches and
was expensive to procure. It remains unclear why the Senate expressed a preference for
this expensive and difficult to work with material. They may have hoped to render the
Capitol's roof impermeable or offer a degree of fire protection to the building. They may
have sought to mark the Capitol as a progressive building by incorporating a material that
promised much but was little used. As politicians without a firm grounding in the
building trades, they may have simply given credence to an novel idea that could not bear
the weight of itself. The decision to install a lead roof also created an additional
challenge for both the craftsmen involved in construction and for the Directors of Public
Buildings. The scarcity of lead firms throughout the young nation made it difficult to
find someone capable of evaluating the quality of sheeting produced or its installation.
Without colleagues and competitors, Moses Austin had no one to reinforce the boundaries
of accepted best practices and could go about his business seemingly without fear of
reproach.35
The problems of working with an unfamiliar material became blatantly obvious in
1792. Governor Henry Lee reported to the Directors of Public Buildings on 31 January
that “the late snow and rain has produced a general leak in the roof” and warned that all
the inner work of the building would be ruined unless some measures to repair the roof
were not immediately undertaken. He went on to suggest that the lead work was
defective and asked the Directors to conduct an examination of the building. The
Directors spent the spring investigating the situation and concluded that Moses Austin &
35 Willie Graham, “Exterior Finishes” in The Chesapeake House, 297-298.
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Co. “failed to complete the covering of the Capitol [agreeable] to their contract.” This
began a two part proceeding for the Directors. Simultaneously, they searched for a new
contractor to finish the roof and attempted to goad Moses Austin & Co. into completing
their contract, even going so far as to threaten to put the firm's bond in suit damages. The
Directors were more successful finding a new craftsman than they were in getting their
current one to respond to their letters. In May, they awarded the installation contract to
John Emery to complete the roof and repair the gutters. As they worked out the details of
Emery's contract, the Directors attempted to use it as leverage against Moses Austin &
Co., “frequently [applying] to [Moses Austin & Co.] without effect” and communicating
Emory's proposal to them. Part of the poor communication stemmed from the firm's
change in management. Moses Austin was in the process of relocating his family closer
to his mines in Wythe County, and a Mr. Bates and a Mr. Morgan took over management
of the company in Richmond. The two promised that as soon as the weather permitted,
they would begin work. Unfortunately, in the meantime, a want of funds prohibited the
Directors from taking any immediate steps for securing the roof and preventing further
injury to the Capitol. Despite Bates' and Morgan's promise, the firm of Moses Austin &
Co. would never work on the Capitol roof again. They would, however, continue to
supply lead for it.36
Emery bore the responsibility of blending a familiar roof form with unusual
materials and innovative architecture well. By early August, he purchased two tons of
lead for making wall pipes, which the Directors felt “indispensably necessary to convey

36 Capitol Building Executive Communications, 1 October 1792, Capitol Square Data, The Library of
Virginia; Palmer and McRae, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 5:593.
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the water from the outlets of the Roof.” By 1 September, he also laid five tons of sheet
lead, weighed eight stacks of wall pipes, recast one thousand pounds of old lead and
repaired an old cistern. Emery's energetic work ethic continued throughout the fall. He
made and put up the pipes by early November, and by the middle of the month had not
only finished installing all the wall pipes, but had also installed the rest of the cornice lead
and stopped leaks in the roof of the Capitol and that of the portico.37
John Emery stepped out of the shadow of Moses Austin & Co. to become an
independent craftsmen. As his first contract, it was vital that Emery prove his
competence to establish himself within the wider community of the building trades. As
efficiently as Emery worked, he had to surpass a rather low bar, given the state's bad
experience with Moses Austin & Co. The circumstance was one ripe to be taken
advantage of, and it seems Emery made the best of it.
Just as the Directors found a new contractor to install the roof, they began looking
for a new lead supplier. Moses Austin & Co. continued to supply the Capitol throughout
September and October, providing sheet lead for use on the roof and on the cornice. The
Directors found a new lead supplier in Dr. James Currie and by September began slowly
moving all of their orders to him. Currie furnished £166.9.6 worth of lead in that month,
more than Moses Austin & Co. supplied between October 1791 and October 1792.
Currie received another £100 “on account of lead supplied” at the end of that same
37 Palmer and McRae, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 5:593; To Work Done at the Capital...by John
Emery, 1 September 1792, Capitol Square Data, The Library of Virginia; The Directors of Public
Buildings to John Emery, November 1792, Capitol Square Data, The Library of Virginia; John Emery
Received of William Hay, 7 November 1792, Capitol Square Data, The Library of Virginia; John
Emery Received of William Hay, 16 November 1792, Capitol Square Data, The Library of Virginia;
John Emery Certification, 16 November 1792, Capitol Square Data, The Library of Virginia.
Interestingly, Emery identifies himself as a plumber in the 1 September 1792 account, but then drops
the descriptor.
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month.38
To add insult to injury, the Directors opted to try to reclaim some of their previous
payments to Moses Austin & Co. by requesting that the firm pay Currie for sheet lead he
supplied. Director William Hay requested that Moses Austin & Co. “pay to the order of
Doct. James Currie the sum of one hundred & twenty two pounds, two shillings & four
pence halfpenny being the balance due the Directors of Public Buildings for [deficiency]
of lead for the cornice.” While passing debts on to others or paying off another person's
debt to settle one's own was common practice in Virginia finances, this irked Bates and
Morgan. They not only refused to pay the amount, but they also refused to surrender
their bond to cover the state's losses.39
Requiring contractors to secure their performance with bonds was a common
practice in Virginia's building culture. A bond secured the client from loss if the builder
did not perform satisfactorily and required the contractor to perform to local standards so
as to protect himself from loss. It further protected public entities, such as church vestries
and local governments, from the possibility of building tradesmen misusing the funds
appropriated for the structure under contract. When Moses Austin & Co. contracted with
the Directors in April 1791, they entered into a bond with the governor “for the faithful
Performance of this Contract for covering the Roof and ensuring it tight and free from
Leakage for twelve months,” as common practice dictated. The firm not only never
38 State of Virginia to Moses Austin & Co., October 1791-October 1792, Capitol Square Data, The
Library of Virginia; State of Virginia to Moses Austin & Co., October 1791-September 1792, Capitol
Square Data, The Library of Virginia; James Currie to the Directors of the Public Buildings, 14
September 1792, Capitol Square Data, The Library of Virginia. This was likely the nephew of Scottish
physician Dr. James Currie. There is no clear connection regarding his ability to supply lead. W. M.
Paxton, The Marshall Family (Cincinnati: Robert Clarke & Co, 1885), 181; James Currie Received of
William Hay, 16 October 1792, Capitol Square Data, The Library of Virginia.
39 William Hay to Moses Austin & Co., 20 October 1792, Capitol Square Data, The Library of Virginia.
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finished the roof, but they also never made it tight. Nevertheless, they refused to deliver
their bond. Referees were called in to arbitrate and decided the bond was forfeit because
the company did not comply with their contract. Despite extensive reporting on the
subject to the General Assembly, the Directors offered no indication that they ever
received the bond. With so little competition in the area, Moses Austin & Co. apparently
thought they were protected from the usual risks inherent in the performance of a building
trade. When that proved to be untrue, rather than comply with the expectations of their
peers and their clients, the firm dug their heels in and refused to behave as they should.40
Under Dabney Minor's careful maintenance program, the Capitol's unusual roof
held fast until July 1794, when letters began flooding into the governor's office from
Assistant Clerk of the Council Samuel Coleman and his father, Keeper of the Capitol
Wyatt Coleman. On 10 July, Wyatt wrote that heavy rains rendered the Council Chamber
“unsafe from the great probability of the plaster falling” due to the “defective state of the
roof.” He warned that “in a very short time the timbers which support the roof must
decay by being exposed to wet whenever it rains; and that the consequent ruin of the
building must follow.”41
40 Capitol Building Executive Communications, 12 November 1792, Capitol Square Data, The Library of
Virginia.
41 In May, the Directors directed Dabney Minor “to whitewash the pedestals upon the top of the Capitol
and the pilasters with stone lime with a mixture of Lampblack to give it the resemblance of stone.” The
following month, Minor was almost finished with the entablature, and the Directors suggested
plastering the ceiling of the portico to prevent the wind from displacing any part of the entablature.
Throughout 1792, Minor undertook a variety of preventative or restorative jobs, covering the architrave
of the cornice with lead, repairing sides and end cornice, enclosing the bases of the pedestals over the
portico and painting them, and installing “inside architrave and soffets between the columns of the
portico.” The entablature alone earned Minor £159 – 863. Nicholas Voss, for Edward Voss, was also
ordered to fill up the putlog holes. Palmer and McRae, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 5:592-594;
Capitol Building Executive Communications, 1 October 1792, Capitol Square Data, The Library of
Virginia; The Directors of Public Buildings in Account with Dabney Minor, August 1791-October
1792, Capital Square Data, The Library of Virginia; The Directors of the Capital to Dabney Minor, 10
August 1792, Capital Square Data, The Library of Virginia; Dabney Minor Received of William Hay,
21 September 1792, Capital Square Data, The Library of Virginia; Wyatt Coleman to Governor Henry
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A letter from Samuel Coleman dated the following day provides the first detailed
description of Emory's lead roof, installed only two years earlier:
the sheets of Lead have been placed up & down & combined by folding the
edges together; thus for near half way to the top on the north west side
forming a sheet of such immense weight that the nails heretofore intended
for that purpose could not prevent it from sliding down and leaving a
chasm between this and the sheet next above which is laid on and
combined in the same manner and which from its great weight also slides
down leaving a chasm between that and a third sheet which reaches to the
top. That the southeast side of the roof is nearly in the same situation.
That it appears to me impracticable to keep the roof tight with the lead put
on as it now is even with the most faithful workmanship, which I do not
believe from present appearances has been practiced upon it (Figure 17).
Emory generally followed sound practice for installing a lead roof. Installing the
individual lead sheets vertically provided long falls for the water and minimized the
number of horizontal seams that could leak. However, when he folded their long edges
together, rather than lapping them, he created two problems. First, as the lead expanded
and contracted, the sheets had to do so en masse. Because they were connected, the
sheets became co-dependent and could not react to changes in the weather individually.
Secondly, the now-connected rows of sheeting were so heavy that, as they moved, the
nails could not handle the additional stress or the total weight and failed, opening large
gaps which admitted water and damaged the building. Whether Emery adapted a familiar
method of installing lead meant for a different type of roof elevation, or whether he
worked without a deep knowledge of how to install a roof is unclear. What was clear,
however, was that yet another roofing experiment at the Capitol failed.42
Lee, 10 July 1794, Executive papers of Governor Henry Lee, 1791-1794 (bulk 1791-1794). Accession
40611. State government records collection, The Library of Virginia, Richmond, Va.; H. W.
Flournoy,ed., Calendar of Virginia State Papers and Other Manuscripts from January 1, 1794 to May
16, 1795 (Richmond: J. H. O'Bannon, 1888), 7:211, http://hdl.handle.net/2027/hvd.32044097931307.
42 Samuel Coleman to Governor Henry Lee, 11 July 1794, Executive papers of Governor Henry Lee,
Library of Virginia; Flournoy, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 7:212; W. B. McKay, McKay’s
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Dabney Minor accompanied Samuel Coleman as he examined the roof and offered
two practical fixes, based largely on his knowledge of correct building practice. For long
term repairs, the lead should be laid “in single sheets across the rafters, beginning at the
bottom and nailing and lapping them sufficiently to keep the roof secure.” This
suggestion mirrors how both clapboard and shingle roofs were typically installed,
beginning at the bottom of the roof, working toward the ridgepole and lapping both sets
of materials vertically. If installing a clapboard roof, the boards would be lapped laterally
as well, providing some extra protection against leaks than a butt joint would. Lapping
and nailing only single sheets would also provide a lighter load for the nails to hold and if
one sheet failed, it would not pull down any other sheets. For “a temporary prevention of
injury,” Minor suggested putting planks across the chasms between the lead sheets, if
additional lead sheets for patching could not be had. These would not answer for the long
term, but would at least mitigate further leakage until the roof could be fully repaired.43
At the end of the month, Wyatt Coleman examined the Capitol again, and
discovered leaks rampant throughout the building. Mr. Hay's office was wet, and water
from his floor dripped into the lobby of the Assembly Room. The ceiling of the old gun
room leaked a great deal, a few drops made it into the Council Chamber, the skylights
permitted so much water to enter that the plastering on the dome was damaged, and “the
water comes down...one part of the Square of Banisters and likewise down on the great
Building Construction (Dorset: Donhead, 2005) 144. Wyatt wrote a few days later with a memo
reporting sixty-one broken panes of glass throughout the Capitol, “the sills of the windows are generally
beginning to decay, and the water pipe next the Auditor's Office is much out of repair.” The water pipe
might have been damaged in the same heavy rains that revealed the issues with the roof, and by being
out of order, likely contributed some damage to the building as well. Wyatt Coleman to Governor
Henry Lee, 16 July 1794, Executive papers of Governor Henry Lee, Library of Virginia.
43 Samuel Coleman to Governor Henry Lee, 11 July 1794, Executive papers of Governor Henry Lee,
Library of Virginia; Flournoy, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 7:212
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Square, the leak thro. the Gun Room occasions a leak in the Assembly Room.” Wyatt's
description of the Capitol's permeability finally caught the attention of the State Council.
They wrote to the ever-reliable Dabney Minor, asking him to “advise the most probably
plan of preventing the Capitol from leaking and the expence therefore.” Minor verified
what Samuel Coleman told them a month earlier. The lead sheets on the roof slipped
down, exposing the plank underneath for several inches. Shingles, planks or slips of lead
could be used to cover the exposed planks as a temporary fix.44
Minor identified a more pressing problem, however. John Emory's gutters leaked
as well, due “to their not having fall enough.” Without an appropriate slope, rain water
sat in the gutters, leaking through the joints in the lead and soaking the surrounding
timbers. Minor conceived a “very Great Danger is to be apprehended from the leaks in
the Gutters, as very little air can get to those timbers which are immediately under the
Gutters & which support the whole roof.” Without airflow, the timbers could not dry and
would inevitably rot. Given that heavy rains had already brought to light severe leaks in
the Capitol's roof, the timbers supporting the gutters were likely in an abysmal state. The
only remedy was to re-lay the gutters with a greater slope to avoid the presence of
standing water and reduce the likelihood of leaks.45
Then, Dabney Minor showed himself to be an astute contractor, as well as a
competent carpenter. He refused to form an opinion of the expense of the needed repairs,
“it being out of my line of business altogether.” While laying lead was beyond the
44 Wyatt Coleman to Governor Henry Lee, 27 July 1794, Executive papers of Governor Henry Lee,
Library of Virginia; Flournoy, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 7:233; Dabney Minor to Governor
Henry Lee, 7 August 1794, Executive papers of Governor Henry Lee, Library of Virginia; Flournoy,
Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 7:249-250.
45 Dabney Minor to Governor Henry Lee, 7 August 1794, Executive papers of Governor Henry Lee,
Library of Virginia; Flournoy, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 7:249-250.
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traditional bounds of carpentry, roofing systems were not. Whether wanting to avoid
becoming entangled in installing a fourth roof in seven years, or whether Minor truly felt
out of his depth, he deferred to the Council's opinion on repairing the leaks, inviting them
to view the roof and give their opinion. Only after he had their directions would he
“endeavor to have the business executed on the most frugal plan.” By putting the
decision on the shoulders of the Council of State, Minor avoided bearing the
responsibility for whatever plan was accepted for the new roof. Having watched three
different roofing schemes fail, this was likely a sound decision. He did not completely
abandon the commission, however. In offering to execute the Council's plan, he
remained the good and loyal contractor and maintained his income from the building.46
Ennui ruled both the General Assembly and the Council of State for eighteen
months. In December 1795, the General Assembly voted to allocate $5,000 “for the
purpose of repairing or altering the roof of the capitol, and for finishing the said
building.” With this money in hand, the Directors of Public Buildings set out to repair
the roof once more. By the following March, the Directors realized that the sum was
insufficient for the work that needed to be done. The “leaky situation of the Lead
Covering” and “the impossibility of rendering it permanently [tight] in this Climate”
caused the balustrade to rot and “if that part of the Roof was much longer neglected, some
of the most material parts of the Framing would be in danger of considerable injury.”47
Hoping to solve the roof problems for once and for all, they opted to experiment
46 Dabney Minor to Governor Henry Lee, 7 August 1794, Executive papers of Governor Henry Lee,
Library of Virginia; Flournoy, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 7:249-250.
47 Directors of Public Buildings to Governor Robert Brooke 30 March 1796, Executive papers of
Governor Robert Brooke, 1794-1796 (bulk 1795-1796). Accession 40723. State government records
collection, The Library of Virginia, Richmond, Va.; Capitol Building Executive Communications, 9
December 1796, Capitol Square Data, Library of Virginia.
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once more and have “the Roof altered and covered with slate (Figure 18).” Slate was a
relatively unfamiliar material for Richmond's building tradesmen. It had been used in
Virginia in the seventeenth century, though its popularity wained in the early decades of
the eighteenth century, as the ready supply of lumber and enslaved labor made shingles a
more convenient choice for roof coverings. Nevertheless, slate offered superior
protection from fire while weighing less than similarly fire resistant tile. Installing a slate
roof on the Capitol correlated with rising concerns over the flammability of urban
environments and served to mark the Capitol as a progressive building.48
Stonemasons Richard Carney, Adam Baird, and Andrew Hosea contracted to
cover the roof of the Capitol “with Slate in a secure and workmanlike manner on or
before the 25th day of October” next. As a sign of their confidence in their work and their
competence within the building trades community, the three upheld a common practice
by delivering a bond to the Directors, providing security for the “faithful performance of
their contract.” As further security, the Directors could keep the bond an additional nine
months past the completion date, a short-term guarantee that the roof would not leak
when the following summer rains came. Unnamed circumstances intervened and
prevented the workmen from fully completing their contract. By December, a
considerable part of the work was finished, but the season had turned, making it difficult
for Carney, Baird, and Hosea to finish the roof. Instead, they secured what they had done

48 Directors of Public Buildings to Governor Robert Brooke 30 March 1796, Executive papers of
Governor Robert Brooke, The Library of Virginia; Willie Graham, “Exterior Finishes,” in Cary Carson
and Carl R. Lounsbury, eds., The Chesapeake House, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
2013), 294-297; Henry Adams, Building Construction (London: Cassell and Company, 1907), 262;
Gary Stanton, “‘Alarmed by the Cry of Fire’: How Fire Changed Fredericksburg, Virginia”
Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture 6 (1997), 122-134.
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and planned to return again in the spring to complete it.49
The slate roof did not prove to be as easy to install as the trio initially thought. By
the end of August 1797, the roof was “not only unfinished, but what [had] been executed
[was] so extremely defective that the building” was once again in danger of great injury.
To make matters worse, the contractors refused to correct their work so as to make the
roof tight. Directors of Public Buildings Daniel Hylton, William Foushee, and Robert
Mitchell offered another suggestion: remove the slate, install a shingle roof, and cover
that roof over with a fire resistant composition (Figure 19). Local experiments with such
a concoction had recently been undertaken with reasonable success, and that seemed “the
best and indeed the only means now left to save the building from ruin.” The slate roof,
for all of its progressive promise, was abandoned in favor of a far more familiar shingle
roof, one which the contractors and the Directors knew could be made tight with minimal
expense. Successful innovation this time came not from creating something entirely new,
but from modifying something familiar. The shingle roof took only a few months to
install, and by 12 December was nearly complete and ready to receive a covering of fireproofing cement.50
Director William Foushee wrote to the governor in early February 1798, enclosing
a report of the transactions for 1796 and 1797, as well as “the probable Estimate of such
as it will be necessary to Provide for, in Order to finish the Capitol.” The largest single
49 Capitol Building Executive Communications, 9 December 1796, Capitol Square Data, Records, The
Library of Virginia; H. W. Flournoy, ed., Calendar of Virginia State Papers, May 1795 to December
1798, (Richmond: 1890), 8: 446.
50 Flournoy, ed., Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 8:446; Directors of Public Buildings to Governor
James Wood, 31 August 1797, Executive papers of Governor James Wood, 1796-1799 (bulk 17971799). Accession 40844. State government records collection, The Library of Virginia, Richmond, Va;
Flournoy, ed., Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 8:455.
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expense was plasterer Henry Robertson's account for £600, followed by carpenter
Anderson Barret's account (£346.17), the cost and freight of shingles (£180.9), and nine
casks of linseed oil to put cement on the roof (£114.3.9). The lime, ashes, sand and labor
for preparing and laying the cement totaled only £60, while the cost of raising the
chimneys above the roof cost £100. Including commissions for various contracts, the
Capitol's fourth roof cost an estimated £1,568 pounds to finish.51
For the decade between 1787 and 1798, builders and public officials attempted to
fit a roof to the Capitol. Initially, experimenting with new forms and unfamiliar materials
countered inherited building patterns in what seemed to be innovative ways. The attempts
were well-intended, but when they failed, the failures drew the bounds of permissible
innovation closer and closer to traditional practices. Ultimately, what succeeded was a
modification of something familiar: a shingle-covered, pitched roof. After a decade of
experimenting with new forms and materials, the parameters of innovation narrowed to
reflect Virginia’s established building culture and, by extension, rooted Richmond’s
building culture firmly within a system of inherited practice and incremental change.

Samuel Dobie, Superintendent and Schemer
While the openness of Richmond's young building culture encouraged innovation
and experimentation, it also allowed unscrupulous individuals to exploit it.
Superintendent Samuel Dobie saw the potential for personal gain and attempted to
maximize his earnings in any way he could.

51 Directors of Public Buildings to Governor James Wood, 5 February 1798, Executive papers of
Governor James Wood, Library of Virginia.
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After the brick roof debacle, Dobie's name appears infrequently in the Capitol's
construction records. Where he might have certified an account or signed for a shipment,
other craftsmen, such as Dabney Minor, or one of the Directors of Public Buildings did
so instead. Because Dobie was never officially relieved of his duties, he continued to
float round the periphery of the project, overseeing or measuring work when necessary,
but doing little else. Beginning in 1793, he seemed to regain some prominence on the
site, perhaps having used Moses Austin & Co.'s roofing issues as leverage to underscore
an argument that building an appropriate roof was difficult for anyone, not just him.
However Dobie managed to reassert his authority on the site, both craftsmen and
the Directors of Public Buildings remained suspicious of his motives. When George
Winston's men built new entry stairs in August 1793, Samuel Dobie billed the Directors
“for my directing and extra attendance on the workmen” and presented to the Directors
two witnesses who would certify his labors. Such measures were occasionally necessary
to ensure that craftsmen did not neglect their duty. This also served to reinforce
professional connections among craftsmen as they informally policed one another's work.
However, Director Robert Goode agreed to pay Dobie the forty dollars only if he “could
gitt any man to say I had a right to such extra pay.” Goode, it seemed, was suspicious of
Dobie's continued and unnecessary presence on the site as other workmen went about
their labors. A predetermined condition of receiving payment then required Dobie to
have other, reputable craftsmen certify that his attendance in fact contributed to the stairbuilding endeavors. It seems unlikely, however, that Dobie played a significant role in
the process, despite the testimony of bricklayers Edward Voss and William Giles.
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George Winston was a well-respected builder and his crew would not have needed Dobie
directing them.52
Dobie attempted to take advantage of Richmond's building culture once more in
1795, this time by styling himself as a professional rather than a craftsman. He wrote to
Director Robert Goode in late November, enclosing a list of balances due him for “[his]
services to the Public as architect and surveyor of the Capitol.” By labeling himself
“architect,” Dobie inflated both his position on the site and his presumed building
knowledge. His claim to be the surveyor of the Capitol holds true, as his contracts with
the Directors focused on measuring work completed to ensure fair payment to the
workmen, for which he received a percentage of their payment.53
The process of erecting a building was necessarily a collaborative effort, and
Dobie claimed some degree of responsibility for just about everything that took place,
casting a wide net to secure his personal gain. According to his accounts, Dobie felt he
was due £15 “for a plan of the Pediment roof of the Capitol and directing the framing of
[the same].” Dobie's drafting ability is documented, both in Edmund Randolph's letter to
Jefferson cited earlier and by Dobie's later plans for the U. S. Capitol. Dobie could have
drawn a plan for the second, pedimented roof line, but it seems unlikely that he would be
trusted to oversee the framing of it. Dabney Minor, contracted to build the framing,
proved himself a competent carpenter time after time. Dobie also claimed £30 for
“directing the building of the vaults under the Portico “to which Mr. Hay cal'd Mr.
52 Robert Goode Dr. To Samuel Dobie, 17893, Capital Square Data, Library of Virginia; Gregg Kimball,
“African-Virginians and the Vernacular Building Tradition in Richmond City, 1790-1860” Perspectives
in Vernacular Architecture 4 (1991): 121-129.
53 Samuel Dobie to Robert Goode, 28 November 1795, Executive papers of Governor Robert Brooke, The
Library of Virginia; Flournoy, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 8:316-319.
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Dabney Minor to witness I was to have £30.” Again, Dobie had no known background in
the building trades, making his “direction” of building the portico vaults questionable.
Given Edward Voss' troubles with the Directors over the quality of his portico columns,
Dobie's “directing” might rather have been the Directors' attempt to keep closer watch
over the masons as they built the vaults.54
Dobie made more measured claims as well. He documented measuring the
brickwork of the vaults under the portico in 1791, as well as the mason's work in the
portico and the general court, and the plasterers' work done throughout the building. He
measured only plastering in 1792. Dobie concluded his list of balances by claiming that
he was owed for drawing unspecified plans and “directing the workmen in the years 1793
and 1794 in building the stone steps and staircases and finishing the conference.” For
making estimates of this work, measuring it and directing it, Dobie calculated he earned
£83.12. After subtracting the partial payments he received throughout the years, Dobie
determined the Directors still owed him £64.14.6. He swore the accuracy of the accounts
in front of Richmond's mayor and forwarded the whole to Director Robert Goode, who
forwarded it to William Hay.55
Though retired from his position as a Director, Hay nevertheless dealt with
Dobie's claims. Hay answered each of one, systematically refuting any debts due to
Dobie. For his work in 1790, he received a credit of £36.19.7 and on 8 January 1793
signed a receipt for an additional £16.17.7, “in full of all Demands, as the receipt will
54 Samuel Dobie to Robert Goode, 28 November 1795, Executive papers of Governor Robert Brooke, The
Library of Virginia; Flournoy, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 8:316-319; Kimball and Kukla, The
Capitol of Virginia, 69-73.
55 Samuel Dobie to Robert Goode, 28 November 1795, Executive papers of Governor Robert Brooke, The
Library of Virginia; Flournoy, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 8:316-319.
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show.” As to Dobie's claims regarding payments for measurement, Hay found the claims
were not justified by his contracts with the Directors, nor could he justify any claim for
plans or estimates. An extract from his original contract clearly stated the bounds of
Dobie's duties: Samuel Dobie was appointed “surveyor of the Capitol & that among
other Branches of Duty, he take particular care of the Materials, keep the accounts &
make settlements.” As contracted from the beginning, Samuel Dobie had no authority to
direct the various craftsmen in their trades. Instead, he was to serve as accountant and
quarter master. What prompted Dobie to step beyond these contract bounds remains
unknown, though he may have recognized that the building tradesmen needed guidance
as they learned to work together on the site. Similarly, he may have recognized that, as
superintendent, his certification of work completed could carry weight with the Directors
and ensure fair payment, even when the project lacked the robust funding it needed. If
these circumstances were the case, Dobie may have acted out of a misguided intention,
assuming that his position on the site could substitute for craft knowledge and any actions
taken on that authority would be both honored and compensated.56
During his tenure, Dobie's contracts with the Directors gradually shifted his
payments from a fee-based system to a percentage commission. While this may have
proved highly profitable for Dobie, it came at a cost to the building tradesmen. His last
contract stated the workmen would “be paid upon his measurement & Mr. Dobie agreed
to receive his commission on the amount of the workmen's bills when settled which he
hath uniformly done.” This caused consternation among the building trades, as “Dobie in

56 Samuel Dobie to Robert Goode, 28 November 1795, Executive papers of Governor Robert Brooke, The
Library of Virginia; Flournoy, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 8:316-319.
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most cases received a commission from the workmen for measuring their work.” Dobie's
commission then, came not from the Directors, but from the tradesmen who completed
work on the building. Losing three percent of their income undoubtedly enraged the men
who worked for it. The implementation of a percentage-based certification system, had it
taken wider effect in Richmond's building culture, could have cost the building trades
untold amounts in future income. Complaining to William Hay about Dobie's
commission, even though they eventually acquiesced to it, allowed the carpenters,
bricklayers, and plasterers to protest a system that might have materially damaged their
competences had it become the standard for government contracts.57
Ultimately, William Hay determined the Directors did owe Dobie the balance of
his last contract, some £9.10, but only because Dobie never came to Hay's office to
collect it.58
At both the beginning and the end of the Capitol's construction, Samuel Dobie
recognized that Richmond had no fixed building culture. The building tradesmen who
labored under his supervision drew from their own inherited experiences, creating a
bricolage of skills, knowledge, and talent. Likewise, the expectations of what a building
should look like or how it should be built were still guided by tastes developed as part of
the colonial Atlantic world. Dobie took advantage of these circumstances to forward his
own interpretations of Richmond's built environment and construction practices.
57 Samuel Dobie to Robert Goode, 28 November 1795, Executive papers of Governor Robert Brooke, The
Library of Virginia; Flournoy, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 8:316-319.
58 Samuel Dobie to Robert Goode, 28 November 1795, Executive papers of Governor Robert Brooke,
The Library of Virginia; Flournoy, Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 8:316-319. These issues about
receiving a percentage of the tradesmen's fees, paired with Dobie's claims for missing payments, may
have resulted in him losing the bid to be architect of the Virginia State Penitentiary. When the contract
went to Benjamin Latrobe, Dobie then demanded payment for the drawings he submitted. Flournoy,
Calendar of Virginia State Papers, 7:406, 7:445.
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Inserting himself into these cultural conversations about how a city of the new American
republic should be built yielded mixed results. His alterations to Jefferson's design for
the Capitol, including relocating the clerk's offices to a full basement rather than
consigning them to the attic space, were the best received and longest-lasting of his
attempts to shape Richmond's building culture, possibly because they correlated with his
skills as a draughtsman and an architect. When he tried to use those same skills to direct
the tradesmen employed to erect the Capitol, he failed to recognize that his trade
knowledge did not correspond to that possessed by carpenters, brickmasons, painters,
joiners, or plasterers. All these men shared the same site, but they individually possessed
deep knowledge of their particular crafts and did not require the degree of external
oversight Dobie felt was his responsibility. When these perspectives collided, Dobie's
insistence on his own authority gave an impression of being untrustworthy, rather than
workmanlike.

On 23 October 1798, the Capitol was finally complete. Director William Foushee
reported to the Council of State “that the roof of the Capitol is now finished with
composition or cement, which it is confidently believed will not only preserve the wood
from the common effects of weather for a very considerable time, but will also effectually
prevent the roof from taking fire.” Experimentation, failure, and in-fighting marked
much of the fourteen-year construction period, a great deal of it due to the lack of a
mature building culture. Though this measurably slowed the building's process, it also
allowed Richmond's building tradesmen, politicians, and citizens to begin refashioning
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the cultural markers they inherited and to shape their capital city into something that was
both Virginian and American. Experimentation at the Capitol pushed the boundaries of
what was possible for a capitol and for a capital by introducing new architectural forms,
using familiar materials in new ways, and reframing workmen's on-site relationships.
Expectations rooted in previous experience kept those boundaries grounded in the
physical limits of materials, efficient use of space, and occupational knowledge. As
Richmond entered the nineteenth century, its building culture continued to be negotiated
through the demands of new monumental pieces of architecture and the ingenuity of
building tradesmen as they modified inherited practices to meet those demands. On top
of Shockoe Hill, overlooking the unfolding drama of the developing city, sat Jefferson's
Roman temple (Figure 20).59

59 Directors of Public Buildings to Governor James Wood, 5 February 1798, Executive papers of
Governor James Wood, Library of Virginia.
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Figure 10
Digital model of the second Williamsburg Capitol
Virtual Williamsburg, Colonial Williamsburg Foundation
Thomas Jefferson called the second Williamsburg Capitol “the most pleasing peace of
architecture we have” in his Notes on the State of Virginia, despite his dislike of the
proportions of the columns and the pediment. Consequently, he sought to ensure that his
designs for the new Capitol would not allow for such errors. Because the Directors of
Public Buildings rescaled the plans, however, his perfect proportions were lost.60

60 Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia (Philadelphia: Mathew Carey, 1794), 222, Evans
Early American Imprints; Kimball and Kukla, The Capitol of Virginia, 72.
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Figure 11
Richmond: Virginia Capitol Plan, 1785
Massachusetts Historical Society
Possibly drawn by Ryland Randolph, this is the plan the Directors of Public Buildings
sent to Jefferson in Paris and they used to guide the original foundations built before
Jefferson's plans arrived.
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Figure 12
Top: Charles-Louis Clerisséau, “Facade de la maison quarree à Nismes,” c. 1778-1784
Ville de Nîmes, Carré d’art bibliothèque, 75629
Bottom: Thomas Jefferson, Richmond: Virginia Capitol End Elevation, 1785
Massachusetts Historical Society
Jefferson drew inspiration for the Capitol's design directly from Clerisséau's drawings of
the Maison Carrée, as seen in the drawings above. While he greatly admired the Maison
Carrée, he did not see the building in person until he visited Nîmes in 1787.
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Figure 13
Top: Charles-Louis Clerisséau, “Elevation laterale de la maison quarree à Nismes,” c.
1778-1784
Ville de Nîmes, Carré d’art bibliothèque, 75629
Bottom: Thomas Jefferson, Richmond: Virginia Capitol Side Elevation, 1785
Massachusetts Historical Society
Jefferson modified the ancient temple in order to make it a useful and convenient space
for the Virginia government to use. This included reducing the depth of the portico,
adding side entrances (which became the primary access points when the basement was
converted to offices), and inserting numerous windows for light and ventilation.
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Figure 14
Thomas Jefferson, Richmond: Virginia Capitol Study Plans, 1785
Massachusetts Historical Society
Jefferson rearranged the interior spaces of the Capitol to create a Palladian-inspired
layout. Chambers for the Assembly and the courts flanked a central rotunda on the first
floor and offices occupied the second. This mirrored the familiar layout of the
Williamsburg capitol. Such familiarity may have helped convince the Directors of Public
Buildings to modify their already-laid foundations and follow Jefferson's plans.
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Figure 15
Hypothetical Model of the Capitol with a flat brick roof as built by Samuel Dobie
1787-1789
Drawn by author
Samuel Dobie's flat brick roof used familiar forms and materials in new ways.
Unfortunately, this attempted innovation did not take into account the permeable nature
of bricks and mortar, leading to a roof that, while inexpensive, could not be made tight.
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Figure 16
Hypothetical model of the Capitol with a pediment lead roof as installed by
Moses Austin & Co. and John Emory with Dabney Minor's shingled portico, 1789-1794
Drawn by author
Edward Voss' questionable portico columns led the creation of a hybrid roof covering for
the Capitol's second roof. This blended familiar shingles with lead sheeting to create a
roof that responded to the the structural needs of the building and represented both
traditional Virginia building practices and new ones.
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Figure 17
Samuel Coleman’s drawing of Emery’s mislaid roof, 1794
Executive Papers of Governor Henry Lee, Library of Virginia
Coleman included this sketch in his letter to Governor Henry Lee, detailing how Emory's
lead sheets pulled away from their nails. The resulting chasms in the roof led to
significant leaks and damage throughout the Capitol.
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Figure 18
Hypothetical model of the Capitol with a hybrid pediment slate and shingle roof as
installed by Richard Carney, Adam Baird, and Andrew Hosea,
1794-1797
Drawn by author
It is unclear if Carney, Baird, and Hosea set out to slate the whole roof, including the
portico, or if their contract was only for that part of the roof that had been previously
deemed sound enough to support a lead roof.
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Figure 19
Hypothetical model of the Capitol with a pediment shingle roof as installed by Dabney
Minor, 1797-1806
Drawn by author
Of the various roofs that covered the Capitol in its first decade, Minor's lasted the longest.
Installed in 1797, it was replaced by a slate roof in 1806. Despite all the attempts at
innovation, traditional materials and practices proved to be the soundest and most
economical option.
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Figure 20
Benjamin Henry Latrobe, View of the City of Richmond from the Bank of the James
River, 1798
Maryland Historical Society
Once completed, the Capitol dominated the Richmond landscape for several decades.
Easily visible on the top of Shockoe Hill, the Capitol served as an emblem of the city
until the blocks surrounding it were developed with buildings that eventually dwarfed the
Capitol.
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Chapter Three
Reuben George: A Mechanic in the Early Republic
It was indeed a lovely situation, and may at some future period be a great
city, but at present it will afford scarce one comfort of life...One of these
hardy Scots has thought proper to vacate his little dwelling on the hill; and
though our whole family can scarcely stand up all together in it, my father
has determined to rent it as the only decent tenement on the hill.
Mrs. Edward Carrington, 17791
Upon moving to Richmond in 1779, Mrs. Carrington elegantly captured the stress
the city's extant housing stock suffered as a result of its new prominence. Estimates fix
the town's population at 574 in 1769 and 1,800 in 1781. By 1790, Richmond's population
more than doubled to 3,761. The population of surrounding Henrico County grew as
well, totaling 12,000 in the same year. Men in Richmond's building trades found
themselves in the midst of a flurry of activity, as they rushed to build new houses to
accommodate the influx of residents, new markets to feed them, new offices in which to
conduct business, and new public spaces necessary for state affairs This sudden spike in
demand created new opportunities for men in the local building trades. Their population
swelled as well, growing from ten during the construction of St. John's to approximately
153 active between 1780 and 1800. Among that number was a young man named
Reuben George.2
George embarked on a career in the building trades at a time when Richmond's
1 William Mead, Old Churches, Ministers, and Families of Virginia (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott &
Co., 1861) 1:140-141, http://hdl.handle.net/2027/wu.89064461700.
2 Of the 3,761 Richmonders in 1790, 2,017 individuals were classified as white persons, 1,479 as
enslaved, and 265 as free black. Of the Henrico County population 5,600 were white, 5,189 enslaved,
and 581 free black. Both the city of Richmond and Henrico County maintained the approximately even
balance between white and black populations found in much of the rest of Virginia. Marrianne P. B.
Sheldon, “Richmond, Virginia: The Town and Henrico County to 1820.” PhD diss., The University of
Michigan, 1975, 32.

121

growing population placed heavy demands on its craftsmen and Richmond's building
culture was still developing. In taking advantage of these circumstances, Reuben George
constructed for himself competencies based on his skills as a carpenter and his ability to
feed the city's incessant need for lumber. George's rise to prominence reveals how
craftsmen adapted to the demand for their skills, the various ways they leveraged those
responses into economic independence, and how they rooted themselves in the nascent
mechanic economy of the early republic.

Building a Career and a Competence
Reuben George's early life is somewhat of a mystery. His father, also Reuben
George, was a planter in Caroline County. The elder George's long-running exchanges
with factor James Gildart in Liverpool firmly locate him in the trans-Atlantic credit
cycles dependent on Virginia's tobacco economy. Unlike the gentry, however, he never
saw significant financial growth. George senior attributed his indebtedness to bad crops,
droughts, or the necessity of purchasing new field hands. To supplement his income,
Reuben kept a still in Caroline County and supplied his neighbors with a variety of
brandies and rum. The Georges, it seems, were comfortable, though not affluent.
Reuben George the younger sought greater fortunes.3
3 James Gildart to Reuben George, 27 January 1756, George Family, Papers, 1733-1920, Accession
24642, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Local government records collection, The Library of
Virginia; James Gildart to Reuben George, 3 April 1760, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia;
James Gildart to Reuben George, 21 March 1762, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia; James
Gildart to Reuben George, 24 March 1763, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia; John George In
Account With James Gildart, 1 November 1768, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia; James
Gildart to Reuben George, 14 April 1770, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia; John Brown to
Reuben George, 13 April 1785, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia; William Brown to Reuben
George, n.d., George Family Papers, Library of Virginia; John Spear to Reuben George, 16 May 1786,
George Family Papers, Library of Virginia; John Crew to Reuben George, 26 June 1786, George
Family Papers, Library of Virginia; James Baber to Reuben George, George Family Papers, Library of
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The younger George appears in public records for the first time in June 1783, when
he received £5 “for building a pair of stocks & pillory for this county.” The previous
August, Isaac Younghusband and Thomas Prosser had been appointed “to let the
building” of these devices. Though no records survive documenting any craft education
for Reuben, his early success is evident in that he not only bid for and won the
commission, but that he also completed it in a manner satisfactory enough to gain his
payment. Unlike Samuel Dobie who launched his construction career by attempting to
manage a large construction site, Reuben George built his career by continually
demonstrating mastery of his trade. He began by executing small contracts such as this
one for stocks and a pillory in order to prove his skill, and gradually took on larger
contracts as he secured his place in Richmond's building trades. What makes this first
small transaction particularly intriguing, however, is Reuben's age. Genealogical notes
compiled by Reuben's nephew William O. George in the 1860s give Reuben's birthday as
17 March 1766. At age 17, Reuben was still in his minority and unable to legally enter
into contracts. If his birth year is correct, he managed quite a ruse. That he could do so
indicates his otherwise undocumented skill as a builder and a city so desperately in need

Virginia; William Brown to Reuben George, 18 October 1789, George Family Papers, Library of
Virginia; Julius Allen to Reuben George, 8 September 1790, George Family Papers, Library of
Virginia. Despite his seemingly modest existence, Reuben George Sr. attained the rank of major in the
Henrico militia in 1792, and be installed as a Justice of the Peace and a coroner in that same county in
1795. Henrico County Court Minutes, Henrico County Records, Order Book 5, 1791-1794, County
Records, Library of Virginia, 88, 625; Henrico County Court Minutes, Henrico County Records, Order
Book 6, 1794-1796, County Records, Library of Virginia, 173, 240, 546. Given the shared name,
separating these two in the historical record is difficult. If the correspondence is addressed to “Captain”
or Mr. Reuben George of Henrico County or Richmond, I have included it in the sources for Reuben
George Jr. Correspondence directed to “Major” Reuben George in either Caroline or Henrico County is
included with Reuben George Sr.. Where no social or geographic address is included I have included
documents pertaining to buildings with George Jr. and any other documents not readily identifiable by
location, other names mentioned, or relationship, to George Sr. Undoubtedly, there is some crosspollination between the two.
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of skilled craftsmen that a seventeen year old boy could become his own master.4
Reuben did become a master and rather quickly, taking advantage of the absence
of formal mechanisms for occupational oversight, such as guilds or tradesmen's
associations, to create a shorter path to the role. One year after building the stocks and
the pillory for Henrico, he purchased his first tract of land. The seventy-five acres cost
him £112. Where he acquired the cash necessary for the purchase is unknown, but this
nonetheless cemented George's position within the local community. Owning land made
him a freeholder, worthy of voting, holding office, and participation within the local
political economy. Owning land also signaled that he had achieved competency in his
craft, despite being so young. Successfully executing a contract that complied with both
generally accepted building practices and the client's wishes signaled a tradesman's
“competence”- a mastery of the craft that allowed the carpenter to secure his economic
independence through the practice of his trade. Though it encompassed a wide array of
standards of living, “competence” contained “a notion of 'manly' independence as the
head of a thriving family, an independence that could only be gained by successfully
practicing his craft.” The concept was often associated with a master's ownership of his
own shop and therefore tangentially tied competency to a definition of independence
based on civic virtue rooted in the possession of land. These seventy-five acres served as
4 Henrico County Court Minutes, Henrico County Records, Order Book 1, 1781-1784 County Records,
Library of Virginia, 287; Henrico County Court Minutes, Order Book 1, Library of Virginia, 80. This
was not the Thomas Prosser of Gabriel's Rebellion, but rather his father, Colonel Thomas Prosser.
Thomas Henry Prosser, Gabriel's owner, was born in 1776 and only 8 years old when Reuben George
received this commission. George Family Genealogical Notes, George Family Papers, Library of
Virginia. William O. George also records this child as “Edmund (Reuben I guess).” Given that the
other three brothers all have names that repeat throughout the family (William, Byrd, and John), it
seems likely that William O. George identified his uncle correctly. The alternate option is that William
O. George did, in fact, get his uncle's birth year wrong. Given the consistent two or three year gaps
between George siblings, it seems most plausible the Reuben could have been the oldest of the bunch,
which could put his date of birth as year as 1757.
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a sort of resume for the young carpenter, proving to the community that he could
maintain an economic independence even before he established himself in the local
building culture.5
By reversing the usual progression, George was able to take advantage of the cachet
that land ownership gave him and build his practice quickly. In August 1784, orphan
James Mackey bound himself as an apprentice to Reuben George “to learn the art, trade,
and mistery of a Carpenter” for the term of three years and four months. As was the
custom, Mackey agreed to follow George's commands, keep his secrets, use his master's
goods and lands wisely, and avoid the pitfalls of fornication, matrimony, alehouses,
taverns, and playhouses. In return, George would teach Mackey the trade of carpentry
and provide him with sufficient meat, drink, clothes, washing, and lodging.6
Taking on an apprentice enabled George to expand his business and undertake
larger and more prestigious contracts, further securing his place in Richmond's trades
community by demonstrating mastery of his craft in front of new audiences. Just two
weeks before George and Mackey entered into their agreement, George contracted with
5 Deed from Littlebury Allen and Elizabeth Allen to Reuben George, 30 July 1784, Henrico County
Records, Deed Book 1, 1781-1785, Land Records, Library of Virginia, 260; Donna J Rilling, Making
Houses, Crafting Capitalism: Builders in Philadelphia, 1790-1850 (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2001), 15; See also: Catherine Bishir, “Good and Sufficient Language for
Building,” in Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture, IV ed. by Thomas Carter and Bernard Herman
(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1991), 98; J. Ritchie Garrison, Two Carpenters:
Architecture and Building in Early New England, 1799-1859 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee
Press, 2006), 2; Gary J. Kornblith, “Self-Made Men: The Development of Middling-Class
Consciousness in New England” The Massachusetts Review 46, no. 2/3, (Summer-Autumn 1985), 467.
6 On 2 August 1784, Mackey chose Jessie Williams as his guardian and “thereupon with Reuben George,
Jun., had entered into and acknowledged their bond in the penalty of two hundred pounds.” Given the
specificity of the court order book, Reuben George Jr. is the correct George. The idea of an eighteen
year old being master of a seventeen year old is, quite honestly, a little frightening. Indenture: James
Mackay to Reuben George, 3 August 1784, Deed Book 1, County Records, Library of Virginia, 281.
The Henrico County court examined and approved the indenture on 3 August 1784. Henrico County
Court Minutes, Henrico County Records, Order Book 1, 1781-1784, County Records, Library of
Virginia, 617, 628.
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Lott, Higber & Co in Richmond to build a lumber house. For £240 Virginia currency,
George agreed
to furnish materials (except nails, hinges & locks) and build a lumber
house...thirty six feet in length and twenty eight in depth two stories
high…with studs for partitions through the middle of each Story, both
Storys lined from the floor to the (joists)…the floors…to Consist of plank
one Inch and a Quarter thick, tongued & Grooved…The whole to be
finished in a workmanlike Manner...The said house shall be done &
completely finished ready for the Reception of Merchandise...on or before
the first of October next ensuing.
For his work, Reuben received £60 on signing the articles, £90 when he raised the
building, and the remaining sum on delivery. For any delays past 1 October, he would be
fined forty shillings.7
This contract both denotes and conceals common practices in Virginia’s building
culture, while it also captures the expectations of George's skill, knowledge, and labor.
While Lott and Higber specified the length, depth, and height of their new building, they
did not request particular building materials, leaving George to source and choose the
most appropriate lumber for each element of the building. The stipulation that both
stories be lined and the floors tongue-and-grooved provided extra security for the
building, and required extra work of George, mandating he manage his time, labor force,
and resources well. The payment schedule provided an initial outlay with which to
purchase the various materials George agreed to furnish before construction began and
with the funds to pay laborers hired to raise the building. At the same time, withholding
full payment and enforcing a fine for delayed delivery mitigated potential losses for Lott,
Higber & Co. should George fail to complete his contract either on time or in a
7 Articles of Agreement: Abram Lott, Joseph Higber, Reuben George, 21 July 1784, George Family
Papers, Library of Virginia.
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workmanlike manner.8
The Lott, Higber & Co. building occupied the majority of George's time for the
next year, as he worked to affirm his personal competence and performed his mastery
both for his clients and for the people of Richmond. Between July 1784, when he
contracted for the lumber house, and June 1786, he appears only rarely in the public
records. In November 1784 he earned £12 “for planking and finishing the Inspector's
Room at Rockett's Warehouse” and purchased 269 acres of land in Henrico County
adjacent to his previous land purchase. The following year was similarly uneventful. In
May 1785, Spilby Woodfolk “agreed to work with the sd. Reuben George and to Put in
Will my Negro fellow and work for him the sd. George for six Pounds twelve shillings
per month from this date till Crismas and to make up six and twenty working Days to a
month.” In return, George promised to furnish Woodfolk “with money or goods as he
earns it and find him his washing and lodging.” What Will would gain from the bargain
remained unspecified. The timing of this additional labor correlates with the onset of
early summer, a prime time for building and likely indicates that George was in need of
additional hands to complete Lott and Higber's building. With this significant contract
complete, George could take his place among the other Richmond carpenters as a master
of his trade.9
8 Willie Graham, “Timber Framing” in The Chesapeake House, 209-213. This seems particularly
relevant since large public building projects usually required the undertaker to post a bond as security.
Lott and Higber found a way to protect their investment in a different way, indicating the Richmond's
building culture was as pliable in private enterprises as it was in public ones.
9 Henrico County Court Minutes, Order Book 1, Library of Virginia, 684; Deed: David Ross and
Thomas Pleasants to Reuben George, 1784, Henrico County Records, Deed Book 2, 1785-1788, County
Records, Library of Virginia, 34. This deed is blanked dated to 1784, but the purchase is recorded 5
June 1785. This land, as well as the previous purchase had been held by Julius Allen before his death
and separated through sale. Reuben seemed to be rejoining the holdings. Interestingly, this acreage
included mention of “buildings, profits, advantages, hereditaments, & Appurtenances” that the previous
land did not, indicating that it had some improvements. Deed: Reuben George and Elizabeth George to
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Within the first few years of his career as a Richmond carpenter, Reuben George
established a pattern that he would follow for the next twenty years. George's
professional life in Richmond divides roughly into three areas: small projects, large
projects, and lumber sourcing. By strategically balancing his efforts between these three
areas, George was able to participate in the growth of Richmond's early building culture
and to shape its continued development by supplying it with raw materials. By taking
advantage of a diverse array of building-related opportunities, George created a place for
himself among Richmond builders that, while never glamorous, was nonetheless
foundational to the city's continued growth and development.

Small Projects
While large building projects offered prestige to a carpenter, they were few and far
between in most areas, leaving men in the building trades to rely on small projects for
their continued income. Small commissions, such as building the stocks and the pillory
in 1783 or planking and finishing the Inspector's Room at Rockett's Warehouse, served as
George's entry into the realm of municipal contracts. Successfully completing these
commissions proved to the gentlemen tasked with overseeing them that George was a
competent carpenter and that he could fulfill his obligations in a workmanlike manner.
Having proved himself such, George then leveraged his connections and success to
become one of the builders regularly selected to work on public buildings. Between 1786
and 1797, George completed thirteen small commissions, only one of which – building a
Edward Wade, 5 June 1786, Deed Book 2, County Records, Library of Virginia 300. Articles of
Agreement: Spilby Woodfolk and Reuben George, 19 May 1785, George Family Papers, Library of
Virginia.
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coffin for the estate of Thomas Harwood – was private.10
George's contracts with the City of Richmond and with the State of Virginia
brought him into some of the most important spaces of the city, making his work both
essential for the continued operations of the city and highly visible. Much of his work
took place in Shockoe Bottom and Rockett's Landing. Warehouses gave Richmond its
original purpose and continued to define its role as a commercial center. Sitting near
Shockoe Creek, the Shockoe Warehouse provided a centrally located inspection and
storage facility. Of the two, however, Rockett's was the more important, as it was not
only designated a tobacco inspection point, but also served as a transshipment point.
Rockett's sat to the east of the falls, making it the northernmost point a ship could sail up
the James River. At Rockett's, ships would dock and off load goods that were then
carried overland to Westham above the falls, and reboarded on ships for their continued
journey north. Similarly, goods coming from the upriver backcountry offloaded at
Westham to be taken around the falls to Rockett's and from there would continue their
journey east to the Atlantic (Figure 21). These warehouses gave Richmond its
commercial identity, and George's stewardship of them proved vital not only to their
continued security and operations, but also to George's developing career.
George used these warehouse commissions to build himself a network of clients,
further securing his place as a building trades authority in the public sphere and
consequently securing the longevity of his economic independence. Issac Younghusband
and Thomas Prosser held the appointment to let the building of Henrico's stocks and
10 Henrico County Court Minutes, Order Book 1, Library of Virginia, 684; Henrico County Court
Minutes, Order Book 1, County Records, Library of Virginia, 287; Estate of Thomas Harwood, 10
January 1795, Henrico County Records, Will Book 2, 1787-1802, County Records, Library of Virginia,
400. George earned £1.4.0 for the coffin.
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pillory in 1782, which they ultimately gave to George in 1783. In April 1788,
Younghusband and Turner Southall were appointed “to let the necessary repairs wanting
to Rockett's Warehouse.” Two months later, George received £21 for executing those
repairs. The following August, Prosser and Southall were “appointed to let the necessary
repairs to Shockoe Warehouse.” The Henrico County justices apparently approved of
George's work and in November ordered he be paid £18.10 for these repairs. The
networking pattern of these contracts is self-evident. Having proved himself, George
became a leading candidate and trusted contractor for other commissions overseen by
these men. As he proved himself to ever-widening circles of government officials,
tobacco inspectors, and warehouse clients, George established himself as the carpenter
most worthy of these commissions. Records ofubsequent repairs done to Rockett's, as
well as repairs to the bridge over Shockoe Creek, delineate no appointees to oversee
them, only the sums George earned for executing them. George had proven himself a
master of both his trade and the local building culture, and earned the right to work
without public oversight.11
11 Henrico County Court Minutes, Order Book 1, Library of Virginia, 80; Henrico County Court Minutes,
Order Book 1, County Records, Library of Virginia, 287; Henrico County Court Minutes, Henrico
County Records, Order Book 3, 1787-1789, County Records, Library of Virginia, 280; Henrico County
Court Minutes, Order Book 3, Library of Virginia, 280, 337, 356, 434. George received £38.18.4 in
March 1791 and another £11.15.10 in May of that year. He installed new flooring and new sleepers on
the Shockoe Creek Bridge in 1792 for £41.8 This amount was later increased to £45.11.6. In 1795, he
repaired Rockett's once again, earning £19.10. He repaired Rockett's again in 1802 for £169.7.6.
Henrico County Court Minutes, Henrico County Records, Order Book 4, 1789-1791, County Records,
Library of Virginia, 452, 505; Common Hall Ordinances, Records, No. 1, July 1782 – December 1792,
Richmond City Administrative Records, Library of Virginia, 194, 196; Henrico County Court Minutes,
Henrico County Records, Order Book 6, 1794-1796, County Records, Library of Virginia, 392; Henrico
County Court Minutes, Henrico County Records, Order Book 10, 1801-1803, County Records, Library
of Virginia, 410; Sheldon, “Richmond, Virginia: The Town and Henrico County to 1820,” 65n83.
Only one other time did George have to go through a public bidding process to secure a city contract.
On 12 November 1803, the tobacco inspectors were ordered “to let to the lowers bidder the necessary
repairs to be made upon Byrd's Warehouse.” George got the contract and on 5 December 1803
submitted his bill for $192 for “work done at and upon Byrd's Warehouse.” Henrico County Court
Minutes, Henrico County Records, Order Book 11, 1803-1805, County Records, Library of Virginia,
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Having capably demonstrated a consistent knowledge of the unwritten rules of
building, Reuben George's next commission solidified his position as an authority figure
in Richmond's building culture. In late 1797, Governor James Wood asked George to
evaluate work done at the Virginia State Penitentiary. William Callis, the lead carpenter
at the Penitentiary, asked that experts not employed on the project judge his work in order
to fairly determine its worth and avoid any suspicions of nepotism, as his father-in-law
served as the project's superintendent. Reuben George complied with the summons and
spent two days at the Penitentiary, measuring and valuing Callis' work, for which he
charged £3. These two days mark George's full integration into Richmond's building
culture. Peer evaluation had a long history in Virginia's building trades. Local builders
were often called upon to assess the performance of other craftsmen, particularly as a
way to ensure that public projects were executed appropriately. George's summons to do
just that, and on a high profile public building, indicates that he had consistently proven
himself a competent craftsmen, able to perform in a workmanlike manner. Success in his
own practice transformed him into an arbiter of all building practices.12

240, 246.
12 Virginia Council of State Minutes, 26 October 1797, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Accession 35356, State government records collection, Library of Virginia, 77; Measurement: Reuben
George and Anderson Barret, 25 October 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Penitentiary
Papers, 1796-1865, Accession 41558, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; William Callis to
Governor James Wood, n.d., Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Penitentiary Papers, 1796-1865,
Library of Virginia; William Callis to Governor James Wood, 26 October 1797, Records of the Virginia
Penitentiary, Penitentiary Papers, 1796-1865, Library of Virginia; Governor James Wood to Reuben
George, 11 September 1797, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State
Minutes, 16 December 1797, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 105.
The initial claim was put forth 26 October 1797, and was again discussed 16 December, when the
Council handed it off to the Auditor for payment. George also served as an arbiter for work done by
George Winston in 1798. Estimate for the Work Done, 29 June 1799, City of Richmond Records,
Hustings Deeds No. 3, 1799-1803, Land Records, Library of Virginia, 70-72.

131

Large Contracts
While small jobs provided sustained income for a carpenter, large jobs offered
craftsmen the opportunity to demonstrate their mastery of their trades via total control of
the construction process, as well as the potential for large commissions and residual
income. Reuben George undertook several such projects during the course of his career,
in both the public and private sector. Unlike other builders, who used private
commissions to leverage their way into public contracts or vice versa, George seems to
have to worked discretely within each sphere. Where names of clients, subcontractors,
and tenants are available there is no overlap between the individuals named in George's
public and private contracts for large-scale projects.
The public buildings for which George served as primary contractor largely follow
the pattern established by his small public commissions, wherein he leveraged successful
contracts and personal relationships to secure new work. His repairs to Rockett's
Warehouse in 1786 garnered him enough good favor that he was commissioned to build
additional warehouses at Rockett's the following year, without having to submit to a
public bidding process. His next public commission took him briefly into a new realm of
construction: wharf building. Once again, his previous connections to commissioners
likely helped him win the contract. Miles Seldon was among the men who awarded the
1788 contract for repairs to Shockoe Warehouse, and he served on the committee that
oversaw the construction of a wharf at the Rock Landing in Shockoe in 1789. George
ultimately received and fulfilled that commission, earning himself a tidy £206 and
undoubtedly the appreciation of many tobacco traders and ship captains.13
13 Henrico County Court Minutes, Henrico County Records, Order Book 2, 1784-1787, County Records,
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Rockett's continued to occupy much of George's time through the next two years,
and enabled him to continue to develop his skill set and to adapt to new building
challenges. In March 1791, he earned £375.10.77 ½ “for additional brick buildings done
by him to Rockett's Warehouse.” These brick buildings were the largest commission
George had received or would receive, and were valued at more than double his second
largest public commission, the £169.7.6 worth of repairs to the same site in 1802. Both
the outlay for this building and the materials specified for it indicate the presence of other
craftsmen on the site. While lumber incurred the the single greatest cost in a brick
building, masonry was by no means an inexpensive trade to contract. To fulfill this
commission, George shifted his role slightly, moving from contractor to undertaker. As
undertaker, George became responsible for all elements of the construction process, from
sourcing materials to subcontracting necessary skilled and unskilled labor, to
coordinating the timely completion of the building. Every project required such expertise
to one degree or another. George's previous public commissions, however, fall firmly
within the realm of carpentry, making the construction of these brick warehouses a new
phase in George's career.14
By October 1791, Rockett's boasted new brick warehouses and George adapted his
role on the site to fit the demands of work as of yet unfinished. He “completed the wood

Library of Virginia, 504; Henrico County Court Minutes, Order Book 3, Library of Virginia, 60;
Henrico County Court Minutes, Order Book 3, Library of Virginia, 356; Henrico County Court
Minutes, Order Book 4, Library of Virginia, 21; Henrico County Court Minutes, Order Book 4, Library
of Virginia, 84.
14 Henrico County Court Minutes, Henrico County Records, Order Book 5, 1791-1794, County Records,
Library of Virginia, 3; Henrico County Court Minutes, Henrico County Records, Order Book 10, 17871789, County Records, Library of Virginia, 410; Rilling, Making Houses, Crafting Capitalism, 91.
Rilling estimates that lumber represented twenty percent of the total cost of a brick dwelling, brick ten
to fifteen percent, and other materials approximately ten percent.
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work to the additional buildings at Rockets” in December and continued to supply both
materials and labor to the site through January of the following year. This sequence of
work captures the seasonality of the building trades, as well as their interconnectedness.
Spring, summer, and early fall served masons best, as they could lay bricks without fear
of the mortar freezing and breaking the joints before the walls were completed. As the
masons raised the walls, carpenters would be needed occasionally to fit joists into
pockets, install window or door frames, or fit any other piece of woodwork that tied
directly into the brick walls. As the weather turned cold, the masons finished their work
and moved on to other projects, leaving the carpenters to take over the site and complete
the building. A roof would be the first thing installed, and it and the walls would provide
a sheltered, possibly even heated, interior space for the carpenters to complete their work
throughout the colder months.15
George parlayed his success at Rockett's into his most public contract: building
woodwork at the new market house. Since Richmond's founding, the public market had
been located in Shockoe Bottom, near present-day 17th Street. Richmond's Common
Council decided the city needed a new market house, likely to accommodate the growing
population of Church Hill, Shockoe Hill and Shockoe Bottom. In 1792, the Common
Council drew up a plan to erect a new market house, “at or near the place where the old
Market house stands.” The new brick structure stretched thirty feet by one hundred feet,
and contained fourteen six by nine foot stalls, a twelve by eighteen foot meal house, and
an eighteen by twenty foot country market (Figure 22). Such a building was certainly

15 Henrico County Court Minutes, Order Book 5, Library of Virginia, 3, 49, 58. These commissions
earned him £94.8 and £101.11.7, respectively. Rilling, Making Houses, Crafting Capitalism, 163-185.
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more befitting of Virginia's capital city than the first market house, which was little more
than an open shed supported by wooden posts. William Giles, a local mason, estimated
the costs of his work at £103.2 and George estimated his at £83.17 for building the stalls.
George apparently ran into problems somewhere along the way, and requested an
additional £40.9.6 to complete his contract. Though by no means George's most lucrative
commission, the new market house was a part of the city's landscape with which men and
women of all walks of life interacted. Farmers and planters would sell their wares in the
stalls, while inspectors kept careful watch on the meal house, and women, both enslaved
and free, purchased food for that night's supper.16
Reuben George's large private contracts emphasized his ability to adapt to a variety
of business arrangements, every one of which functioned as a way to maintain his
competence and to promote the growth of Richmond's built environment. George took
his first foray into real estate development in 1787 when he partnered with jewelers
William and George Richardson to lease Lot 333 on Main Street between 14th and 15th
Streets in Richmond from Jacob Valentine. They paid five shillings upfront to Valentine
and a shilling a year thereafter, and promised to build a “house of wood twenty five feet
by twenty eight, two storys high, with a cellar...to be completed with Doors and window
shutters below, the whole to be completed in a plain but workmanlike manner” on the
property. Provided they continued to pay the annual rent, George and the Richardsons
would hold the property for eleven years, at which time it would revert back to
Valentine.17
16 Common Hall Ordinances, Records, No. 2, January 1793 – May 1795, Richmond City Administrative
Records, Library of Virginia, 42; Mordecia, Richmond in By-Gone Days, 24; Common Hall Ordinances
No. 2, Richmond City Administrative Records, Library of Virginia, 56.
17 Deed: Jacob Valentine to Reuben George, 5 July 1787, Hustings Deeds No. 1, 1793-1797, Land

135

Within three years, George and the Richardsons developed the property in such a
way that it not only fulfilled the articles of their lease, but also allowed them to create an
adaptable space that would appeal to the widest range of tenants possible. They
subdivided the building “into two distinct shops or tenements, one of which is the actual
occupation of the said William & George Richardson and the other is in the possession of
the said George Gray.” The house, then, had been built with some degree of
organizational flexibility in mind, taking into consideration either immediate subdivision,
which would yield rental revenues, or future modification that would allow tenants to
reshape the space to their own needs.18
George saw the potential in developing tenements, and undertook at least one more
in 1788. This time, however, he changed tactics. Not only did Reuben George embark
on construction without partners, but he also decided to build in brick rather than wood.
For this, he contracted with Benjamin and Jesse Bowles “to build...Brick walls for a two
story house with neat well burnt bricks, to be done in a plain workmanlike manner for the
sum of three pounds ten shillings per thousand.” The Bowles were
to burn, make, and lay and find all materials necessary for the said walls...to be
done after the size and dimensions that the said George may hereafter direct...
George doth agree to pay...Thirty Pounds [per] quantity of brick is made and
found to be good and twenty pounds when the walls are up and the balance of
what the said work may amount to to be paid in property in the County of
Hanover or Henrico.
George proved his mettle as a master of his trade by undertaking the construction of a
Records, Library of Virginia, 405-406. According to the lease, the part of Lot 333 leased started “at the
eastern corner of a house now building by Barret Price, thence running per building on the Main Street
eastward twenty five feet, thens southward seventy three feet thence westward twenty-five feet, thence
running northward seventy three feet to the first station.”
18 Deed: William Richardson, George Richardson, and Reuben George to George Gray, 12 March 1790,
Hustings Deeds No. 1, Library of Virginia, 4057-408.
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building that required him to collaborate with men outside of his own trade, whose work
he could not fairly judge. Paying in installments and using alternative forms of payment
allowed him to mitigate any potential problems he might face should the Bowles fail to
complete their contract. Incremental payments meant he could cease paying them at any
point in the process and have a relatively small sunk cost. Furthermore, paying in land
enabled him to retain a revenue-producing resource if they failed, but also dispose of
property that required time and attention to create a profit if they succeeded. Reuben
George undoubtedly recognized the opportunities created for builders by Richmond's
lack of housing stock. While working to enable supply to meet demand, however,
George also carefully balanced his own personal economy in such a way as to minimize
potential risks to it.19
George turned these personal urban developments into cash-generating properties.
He rented to Polly Johnson “one half of a certain tenement near Rocketts Landing...for
the sum of fifteen pounds per annum to be paid quarterly” beginning 6 November 1800.
George rented the property again in November 1805 to William Hutson for £18 per
annum, paid quarterly. Included in both rental agreements were clauses only a builder
might consider: Johnson and Hutson agreed to “pay for any injury not considered as
natural accidents which the said property may sustain...what will be deemed injuries will
be such as Locks, Hinges, Glass etc., etc., etc. which if Broken [they] do agree to pay for
them.” George also protected his right to continue to develop the property, reserving the
ability to take possession at any time for the purposes of building on the lot.20
19 Articles of Agreement: Benjamin Bowles and Jesse Bowles with Reuben George, 8 August 1788,
George Family Papers, Library of Virginia.
20 Articles of Agreement: Polley Johnson and Reuben George, 6 November 1800, George Family Papers,
Library of Virginia; Articles of Agreement: Willim Hutson and Reuben George, 1 November 1805,
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By undertaking large and small, public and private projects throughout Richmond,
George gave physical form to the spaces that defined the city while developing his own
reputation as a master craftsman. The buildings that manifested his skill were among the
most public and most frequented in the city, making his work widely visible if not readily
recognizable. George's greatest contribution to Richmond's building trades, however, lay
not in shaping them, but in supplying them.

Trees Near and Trees Far
Throughout his career, Reuben George bought and sold land at a brisk pace without
attempting to improve the property or put it to agricultural use. Instead, it seems that
George purchased land largely to harvest timber from it and then resold it once he had
extracted what he could. A brief survey of his purchases and sales reveals the pattern.
The two land purchases discussed above put George in possession of 344 acres by 1784.
Two years later, he sold Edward Ward thirty acres for £30 and purchased from Robert
and John Spear 411 acres just south of the Chickahominy Swamp for £500. In 1787,
George purchased 133 acres of Robert Allen for £266 five days before reselling Robert
Spear the same 411 acres for the same £500. In this same period between 1784 and 1787,
George provided materials for planking and finishing the Inspection Room at Rockett's,
built additional warehouses there, and constructed the tenement he co-owned with the
Richardsons. The years following brought George other large commissions, the materials
for which he could have easily obtained from these holdings. Despite being among the
oldest counties in Virginia, significant amounts of land in Henrico County remained
George Family Papers, Library of Virginia.
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uncleared through the 1850s. This provided George with plentiful woods from which to
source the pine, popular, oak, and cypress that would be required in his buildings.21
The timber he extracted from these properties saw him through into the early 1790s,
when George again began trading in property. In 1791, he purchased an additional thirty
acres from Edward Wade for £35. Four years later, George increased his pace once
more. Byrd George purchased eighty-two acres from his brother Reuben for £50, while
Reuben bought an additional thirty-five acres from Christian Allen. A few months later,
he acquired an additional 243 acres from Jacob Thomas. Altogether, Reuben George
purchased 1,339.5 acres in Henrico County, of which he held only 606.75 acres when he
died in 1807. If George started acquiring land again with an eye toward fulfilling
upcoming building projects, he was well prepared to meet the demands of the state's
building agenda.22
As the State of Virginia began to the erect the buildings that would house its major
21 Deed: Littlebury Allen and Elizabeth Allen to Reuben George, 30 July 1784, Henrico County Deed
Book 1, Library of Virginia, 260; Deed: Reuben George and Elizabeth George to Edward Wade, 5 June
1786, Henrico County Records, Deed Book 2, 1785 - 1788, Land Records, Library of Virginia, 300;
Deed: Robert Spear and John Spear to Reuben George, 14 June 1786, Henrico County Deed Book 2,
Library of Virginia, 314; Deed: Robert Allen to Reuben George, 27 July 1787, Henrico County Deed
Book 2, Library of Virginia, 495; Deed: Reuben George and Elizabeth George to Robert Spear, 2
August 1787, Henrico County Deed Book 2, Library of Virginia, 452; Henrico County Court Minutes,
Order Book 1, County Records, Library of Virginia 684; Henrico County Court Minutes, Order Book 3,
County Records, Library of Virginia 60; Deed: Jacob Valentine to Reuben George, 5 July 1787,
Hustings Deeds No. 1, Library of Virginia, 405-406; John P. Little, History of Richmond (Richmond:
The Dietz Printing Company, 1933), 173.
22 Deed: Edward Wade to Reuben George, 8 September 1791, Henrico County Records, Deed Book 3,
1789-1792, Land Records, Library of Virginia, 513; Deed: Reuben George to Byrd George, 2 February
1795, Henrico County Records, Deed Book 4, 1792-1796, Land Records, Library of Virginia, 509;
Deed: Christian Allen and Fanny Allen to Reuben George, Henrico County Records, Deed Book 5,
1796-1800, Land Records, Library of Virginia, 74. Reuben George paid Christian Allen £35 for the
land. Deed: Jacob Thomas to Reuben George, 2 January 1796, Henrico County Deed Book 5, Library
of Virginia, 169. George paid £200 pounds for this tract, which adjoined his brother Byrd's land in
Seven Pines, just south of Richmond. Receipts, 1809, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia;
Philip D. Morgan, Slave Counterpoint: Black Culture in the Eighteenth-Century Chesapeake and
Lowcountry (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Pres, 1998), 44. Property holdings of this size
put George in the middle of the bell curve of land ownership according to Phillip Morgan's
calculations.
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functions in the 1780s, Reuben George played only a small part in supplying the city's
carpenters, likely due to the fact he was building his own career as a carpenter. He
supplied plank and scantling to the Capitol between 1787 and 1790, for which he earned
a total of £54.4.11. Whether his lack of involvement in the first large-scale state building
project stemmed from disinterestedness due to his standing contracts with the city or to a
lack of connections among the state elite, George kept his distance from the troubled
project, but recognized the money to be earned in the lumber trade.23
As work on the Penitentiary began in 1797, George seized the lucrative opportunity
offered by a prestigious construction project. Architect Benjamin Henry Latrobe
received the commission to design the structure, and George secured a contract to supply
plank and scantling. He began slowly, providing a relatively modest £39.16.2 ½ worth of
scantling in 1797. As construction sped up in 1798, George's production increased. He
proposed to “get all the Pine scantling...for ten pounds Pr. m [and] the 28,500 feet of Inch
plank at £5 per m.” The Council of State accepted an expanded version of his bid “to
furnish all other scantling & plank...for the sum of seven hundred pounds.” The only
exception to George's proposal was that Moses Bates supply “all the necessary Locust
scantling at twenty four pounds per thousand.” By 30 November 1798, George delivered
23 Reuben George Received of William Hay, 5 July 1788, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol Square
Data, Records, 1776-1971, APA 655, State government records collection, Library of Virginia; Reuben
George to the Directors of Public Buildings, 13 November 1788, Capitol Square Data, Library of
Virginia; Reuben George Received of William Hay, 17 June 1790, Capitol Square Data, Library of
Virginia; William Hay to Beverly Randolph, 20 October 1790, Capitol Square Data, Library of
Virginia; Account with Reuben George, 8 September 1790, Capitol Square Data, Library of Virginia
Of his accounts, only one specifies any more than “plank” or “scantling.” On 9 September 1790,
George delivered 2,258 feet of lathe and 3,000 feet of featheredge plank. These materials indicate that
George controlled labor enough to not only fell and saw trees into timber, but also to saw that timber to
dimension and either split it for lathe or plane it for featheredge boards. He did earn an additional
£46.7.3 for suppling plank and scantling for repairs to the Capitol in 1796. Directors of Public
Buildings to Governor James Wood, 5 February 1798, Capitol Square Data, Library of Virginia.
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to the Penitentiary: 2,301 feet 1 ½ inch plank; 3,193 feet white oak scantling; 17,176 feet
pine scantling; 19,471 feet inch plank; 360 feet 1 ½ inch think white oak plank; and,
13,500 1 ¼ inch plank. At the cost of £6.12.5 ¾ per thousand feet, the 56,001 feet of
plank and scantling George delivered netted him a handsome £370.18.11 ½. By the end
of the year, he had earned over $1,250. The following year, George earned $850 and
£109.3.10 for 111,438 feet of plank and scantling.24
As profitable as the Penitentiary contract was, it came with the challenge of
navigating Latrobe's desire to maintain control of every aspect of production, which
required George to maintain adjustable production schedules and accommodate last
minute changes. Latrobe drew up a bill of scantling for George in August 1798, naming
24 The Penitentiary papers are plagued by the continued use of dollars and pounds interchangeably. This
makes tracking actual expenditures incredibly difficult. Virginia Council of State Minutes, 20
December 1797, Virginia Council of State Journals, Library of Virginia, 107; Reuben George Proposal,
10 March 1798, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Penitentiary Papers, 1796-1865, Library of
Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 26 March 1798, Virginia Council of State Journals, Library
of Virginia,168-169. The price difference could be due to different proposal structures, or to the fact
that locust is difficult to work. Thomas Callis to Governor James Wood, 30 November 1798, James
Wood Executive Papers, 1796-1799 (bulk 1797-1799), Accession 40844, State Records Collection,
Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 8 May 1798, Virginia Council of State Journals,
Library of Virginia 194; Warrant: Reuben George, 8 May 1798, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia
Penitentiary Records, 1798-1865, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Virginia
Council of State Minutes, 2 June 1798, Virginia Council of State Journals, Library of Virginia, 212;
Warrant: Reuben George, 2 June 1798, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Penitentiary Records,
Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 7 August 1798, Virginia Council of State
Journals, Library of Virginia, 271; Account: Commonwealth of Virginia to Reuben George, 21 July
1798, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Penitentiary Records, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council
of State Minutes, 18 September 1798, Virginia Council of State Journals, Library of Virginia, 301;
Virginia Council of State Minutes, 17 November 1798, Virginia Council of State Journals, Library of
Virginia, 10-11; Warrant: Reuben George, 17 November 1798, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia
Penitentiary Records, Library of Virginia; Warrant: Reuben George, 25 December1798, Auditor of
Public Accounts, Virginia Penitentiary Records, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State
Minutes, 2 March 1799, Virginia Council of State Journals, Library of Virginia, 96-97; Virginia
Council of State Minutes, 25 March 1799, Virginia Council of State Journals, Library of Virginia, 109;
Warrant: Reuben George, 25 March 1799, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Penitentiary Records,
Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 21 May 1799, Virginia Council of State
Journals, Library of Virginia, 150; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 24 August 1799, Virginia Council
of State Journals, Library of Virginia, 211-212; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 24 September1799,
Virginia Council of State Journals, Library of Virginia, 230-232; Account: Commonwealth of Virginia
to Reuben George, 24 August 1799, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia.
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the number of pieces with their specific dimensions. Given Latrobe's familiarity with his
design, this was the most sensible way order the materials. The architect then went on to
list the order in which the timbers should be cut:
All this scantling is to be got twice over the above list containing the
timber for one Wing. The timber for one roof, excepting the common
rafters, is to be got first, and in the order set down in the list. In the
second roof, the Principal beams of the long range must be 26 feet long,
instead of 24 feet 6 inches.
Far more familiar with the peculiarities of working with Virginia lumber, George likely
ignored Latrobe's logistics, instead cutting, sawing, and delivering the pieces as he could.
Latrobe followed his initial list of scantling required with a second one in October 1798,
enumerating the scantling for the roof of the circular court. Whether through
happenstance or pressure from Latrobe, George's next documented delivery was roofing
material – though he delivered the lumber for purlins and interior rafters, rather than
more substantial timbers for trusses or tie beams.25
George proved such a reliable and resourceful supplier that Council of State
ordered his contract to be renewed in early 1800. This, too, brought new challenges.
Latrobe had abandoned the project for greener pastures in Philadelphia and Major John
Clarke, his replacement, was trying to manage the construction on the Manufactory of
25 Benjamin Henry Latrobe to Reuben George, 20 August 1798, George Family Papers, Library of
Virginia; List of Scantling, 3 October 1798, George Family Papers. Dimensions included: 8 pieces 9
feet long by 6x8; 2 pieces 16 feet long 7x6; 156 feet of 1 ¼ inch plank; 412 feet of 1 ½ bastard plank
and 485 feet 1 inch bastard plank. James Favier Received of Reuben George, 8 November 1798,
George Family Papers, Library of Virginia; Thomas Callis Received of Reuben George, George Family
Papers, Library of Virginia. If George could deliver a shipment every week or so, his men were
working at a good clip. John Clarke Received of Reuben George, 17 April 1799, George Family
Papers, Library of Virginia; George Prosser Received of Reuben George, 20 April 1799, George Family
Papers, Library of Virginia. The first delivery consisted fo 546 feet and the second 337 feet. George's
sawyers were working at a very brisk pace to meet these delivery timelines. Smith Blakey Received of
Reuben George, 24 August 1799, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia. This delivery earned
George £79.10 for 12,013 feet of plank and scantling.
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Arms and the Penitentiary simultaneously. As Clarke got acquainted with both a new
site and new contractors, problems arose. Clarke's first bill of scantling, received on 25
January 1800, required of George “a considerable quantity of plank and scantling, more
than I agreed to furnish.” George's initial contract bound him to get 25,000 feet of timber
in heart and sap pine. The new bills required “between 36 and 37,000” plus timber for
the Keeper's house. George agreed to fulfill the order, at his former pricing, “provided
that [the additional lumber] was at the sizes I was bound to get.” This stipulation
ensured that George could keep his sawyers working at a steady pace by requiring them
to cut materials to familiar sizes. That, in turn, helped guarantee timely deliveries and
kept the the project on track.26
George's ability to adapt to the changing needs of the construction team and deliver
the needed lumber in a timely manner bolstered Clarke's confidence in him to the point
that it threatened to overtax George's resources. In April, Clarke wrote George
requesting new rafters be sawn. The ones previously delivered complied with Latrobe's
plan, being eleven feet long for the exterior rafters and sixteen feet long for the interior.
As Clarke raised the roof, however, he discovered “the projection of the Eave on the
interior...of the building does not extend far enough over to afford sufficient covering for
the galleries which it ought to shelter,” and requested George get “the long Rafters for
the circular part of the building three feet longer than they are given in the bill, provided
they are not already got.” Clarke's request, as well as a second one immediately after for
“thirty-two pieces of good heart pine timber, (sixteen of which will be immediately
26 Virginia Council of State Minutes, 18 February 1800, Virginia Council of State Journals, Library of
Virginia, 110-111; Reuben George to the Directors of Public Buildings, 25 January 1800, George
Family Papers, Library of Virginia.
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wanting)” for the Manufactory of Arms, highlights the perceived immediacy with which
George could respond to these architectural crises. Somewhat miraculously, George soon
after delivered twenty nine pieces of five by six scantling, eighteen feet long, and another
four of the same dimensions twelve feet long. Either George already had materials cut to
those sizes, or his teams of sawyers could work prodigiously fast.27
Clark further tested George's adaptive abilities in July,when he ordered all the old
timber on site sawn “into scantling for rafters & various other things.” This left him
immediately wanting plank for panel doors and timber and scantling for the cupola.
“There being but a short time before it must be used,” Clarke argued that it was
“absolutely necessary that it should be got and immediately seasoned by fire.” While
previous deliveries indicated that George's sawyers could work quickly, they likely
sawed and then delivered green wood, which would shrink as it dried and tighten the
frame. Such materials would not suit panel doors, which required more precise joinery
to cut and fit. Generally, the wood would have been left to season after being sawn, then
planed before being transformed into a door. Clarke's plea indicates that George and his
sawyers had a significant repertoire of skills from which to draw, and could process
lumber either through natural or artificial seasoning while still maintaining a quality
product.28
In a report to Governor John Page reviewing the state of contracts for the
Penitentiary and the Manufactory of Arms, Clarke praised George's efforts to fulfill the
Penitentiary orders by spending very little time discussing it. He noted only that, “Mr.
27 John Clarke to Reuben George, 23 April 1800, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia; List of
Scantling, 3 October 1798, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia; George Prosser Received of
Reuben George, 16 May 1800, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia.
28 John Clarke to Reuben George, 3 July 1800, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia.
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Reuben George was engaged to furnish the plank &c for the Penitentiary building, which
he has done when required thereto. He was generally paid for it as each parcel
delivered.”29
Conditions at the Manufactory of Arms were not so agreeable. In the same letter,
Clarke reported that Reuben George, Byrd George and Smith Blakey satisfactorily
complied with their contracts “to furnish the requisite timber, plank, scantling &c for the
wood-work of the buildings of the Manufactory of Arms & for the machinery thereof.”
However, foundation issues forced Clarke to suspend construction of secondary
buildings on the Manufactory of Arms property, and prohibited George, George, and
Blakey from completing their contracts, though they remained bound by them. The men
complained “of the hardship of their being held in suspense, and of the injury they may
sustain thereof.” The suspense in which these men awaited the next order of lumber
reached far beyond the bounds of the building site. These men had teams of sawyers to
feed, logs to hew, and boards to season. A delay not only cost them revenue, but also put
their physical stock at risk. Planks could be stolen, rot, or warp beyond use. Cutting
new material required the continued maintenance of the sawyers, an on-going investment
which could become burdensome without a steady income.30
Perhaps wisely, George minimized his involvement in the Manufactory of Arms
after that, focusing instead on developing breadth in his client base. He shipped some
scantling to the Manufactory of Arms in 1801, though the majority of his lumber income
still came from the Penitentiary. George supplied the public warehouses with new
29 John Clarke to Governor John Page, 13 May 1803, John Page Executive Papers, 1802-1805, Accession
41056, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
30 John Clarke to Governor John Page, 13 May 1803, John Page Executive Papers, Library of Virginia.
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scantling in 1803 and the James River Canal Warehouse with timber the following year.
The slowing demand for lumber likely suited George. The land he held in Henrico
County, even if full of virgin forest as he took possession, likely began to look sparse as
he met the needs of multiple large construction projects.31
To secure as many harvestable trees as possible, George supplemented his own
stock by purchasing cutting rights on other local properties. John, Sarah, and Ann
Wariner bound themselves to George to “deliver one hundred choice Pine trees in the
County of Henrico on White Oak Swamp..and furthermore to allow the said George to
cut such other timber as will suit to make Saw Pits and to Clear Ways to Waggons” for
thirty pounds in June 1796. The investment guaranteed George one hundred choice pine
trees, but also cutting rights to harvest timber from their land for his own use in saw pit
frames and for the Wariners benefit in road clearances. Samuel G. Adams informed
George in October 1800 that he had “sold [his] land on which you are at work and have
promised that you stop getting Timber the first or early in the next Month.” Realizing
that twenty days' notice might put George in a bind, Adams also offered him some
additional income, requesting “Rails and pailing for enclosing an acre of land or rather
more, but it is only in case you cannot be otherwise employed.” Purchasing cutting
rights created a mutually beneficial relationship. George got access to materials he

31 Virginia Council of State Minutes, 1 August 1801, Virginia Council of State Journals, Library of
Virginia, 67-71; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 28 November 1801, Virginia Council of State
Journals, Library of Virginia, 124-128; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 19 December 1801, Virginia
Council of State Journals, Library of Virginia, 147-149; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 3 July 1802,
Virginia Council of State Journals, Library of Virginia, 261-267; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 13
November 1802, Virginia Council of State Journals, Library of Virginia, 314-320; Virginia Council of
State Minutes, 8 October 1803, Virginia Council of State Journals, Library of Virginia, 32-36; Virginia
Council of State Minutes, 30 June 1804, Virginia Council of State Journals, Library of Virginia, 176180.
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otherwise would have had to purchase as logs or through land transactions, while the
owners could direct their resources to more profitable labor than clear-cutting.32
Perhaps tired of the difficulties that came with local lumber supplies, Reuben
George expanded beyond the bounds of Henrico. In 1803, he and his brother-in-law,
Achilles Rogers, formed a partnership to procure additional acreage in the western
reaches of the state. Rogers began searching for new land in Albemarle County that
April, identifying several good tracts near his own plantation and urging George to send
up as many land warrants as he could for the “600 or 800 acres tis possible we may find
in the course of a while.” By August, Rogers surveyed three tracts of land, totaling 420
acres, and anxiously waited to receive the necessary land warrants from George.
Rogers' anticipation of the new land was palpable as he wrote to George in early
September, urging him to send land warrants, tempting him with properties that included
water rights to Buck Mountain Creek and Lynche's River. Rogers pestered George in
another letter to make a decision on which lands he would like to procure, all the while
parading before him an ever-growing list of available acreage. When George did
respond, he included only 500 acres worth of warrants, enough to claim the three tracts
Rogers surveyed, and twenty dollars to pay the surveyor.33
Though willing to look west for new sources of timber, George was more
conservative in considering Albemarle's potential than his brother-in-law. While he had
32 This was a three year agreement. Articles of Agreement: John Wariner, Sarah Wariner, Ann Wariner
and Reuben George, 22 June 1796, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia; Samuel G. Adams to
Reuben George, 10 October 1800, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia.
33 Achilles Rogers to Reuben George, 28 April 1803, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia; Achilles
Rogers to Reuben George, 22 Augustl 1803, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia; Achilles
Rogers to Reuben George, 2 September 1803, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia; Achilles
Rogers to Reuben George, 28 September1803, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia; Reuben
George to Achilles Rogers, 8 October 1803, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia.
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no wish to dissolve their partnership, he did not “wish to go much further in it,” until
they had a better sense of the prospects of the land. “If the land is well timbered,”
however, he had “no objections to try another 500 acres.” George feared that reality
could not match Rogers' vision. Based on his brother-in-law's descriptions of “very rich
land...but the greater part is poor, steep & stoney – some places so steep a man can
scarcely go up it,” George cautioned that “such land...cannot have any timber on it.”
Whether Rogers learned to identify well-timbered land or George's circumspection
prevailed, the pace of Rogers' search of new land slowed. By 1807, the two owned 730
acres in Albemarle county, far below the tens of thousands Rogers had initially tried to
entice George to purchase. Still part of Virginia's backcountry, the Buck Mountain land
offered George a new supply of pine, poplar, and oak to feed Richmond's carpenters.34
George apparently found partnerships to his liking and went into business with his
son, Alexander, in 1807. This arrangement no doubt benefited both parties. Founded as
a means to cut the Albemarle tracts, it allowed Alexander some measure of freedom and
adventure in the west and kept Reuben comfortably at home where he could attend to
other matters. The nature of the partnership made the father and son equal investors in
the endeavor. Alexander agreed to “attend wholly to the business” while Reuben
furnished the hands to cut the timber. Expenses were equally split between the two,
including the cost of hiring additional labor, repairing the wagon, and feeding the
sawyers. Alexander provided an enslaved wagoner named Jacob, valued at £25, and his
father supplied four enslaved sawyers, Cay, Will, Boister, and Tom, each valued at
34 Reuben George to Achilles Rogers, 8 October 1803, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia;
Achilles Rogers to Reuben George, 2 September 1803, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia;
Land Office Received of Achilles Rogers and Reuben George, 28 February 1807, George Family
Papers, Library of Virginia.
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£22.10.35
The George and George partnership stayed small in its early days, limiting the risk
to the young firm. The company accounts done in 1808 indicate that they hired some of
George Dabney's slaves, provided one with a blanket and hat, and paid a man named
James Matthews for hewing. Sales stayed small, as well, and included only Anderson
Barrett's £85.9.7 timber purchase. Unfortunately, Reuben and Alexander never got to see
if their partnership would bring the profits they sought. Alexander died 6 September
1807, effectively ending the experiment after less than a year.36
The size of George's lumber supply business is evident in his estate inventory.
Along with six whipsaws with boxes and tillers, he owned twenty-one old whip saws,
one cross cut saw, two boxes of tools, eleven axes and a cutting box, totaling some £26.
By contrast, the listed agricultural implements consisted of four scythes and cradles, four
old scythe blades, two plows, five old spades, twenty-two hoes, one spade, and three half
shear plows, totaling only £7.13s. Though Reuben George had the capability to pursue
agricultural income, it seems that any investments he made in that area were secondary to
those made in timbering and carpentry.37

A Citizen of the Early Republic
The nature of Richmond's early building culture required craftsmen to be flexible.
35 Articles of Agreement: Alexander George and Reuben George, n.d., George Family Papers, Library of
Virginia.
36 Reuben and Alexander George Account in Copartnership, 1 March 1813, Henrico County Records, Will
Book 4, 1809-1815, Wills, Library of Virginia, 276-279.
37 Inventory and Appraisement of the Estate of Reuben George, 31 December 1807, Henrico County Will
Book 3, Library of Virginia, 395-400. The remainder of goods are indistinguishable as to use, or are
household goods or seem to be oriented toward domestic production.

149

This paired well with Reuben George's ability to identify and pursue opportunities in a
variety of venues. Building interpersonal networks, balancing paid commissions with
private investments, and creating a business model that allowed him to function as a
supplier of both skills and materials gave George an occupational versatility unmatched
by his fellow tradesmen. While George actively leveraged that flexibility into a secure
and comfortable standard of living, he did so in a different way than had his
predecessors. Previous generations of Virginia's building tradesmen practiced their
crafts as a way to secure enough capital to acquire land and move into the gentry.
George followed a different path. He owned land, but did not develop it. Instead, it
seems that he leveraged the changing political economy to secure his place as a citizen of
the early Republic.
George parlayed his occupational success into a comfortable material existence,
complete with the physical markers of a genteel life. Among the goods in his estate were
the usual remnants of domesticity: old chairs, fire irons, dutch ovens, pewter basins, and
old barrels. George also owned certain objects that marked his existence as a luxurious
one. Six armchairs offered comfortable places in which to read his parcel of books and
pamphlets. His dining table, set with plates, knives, forks, spoons, and wine glasses,
offered a space in which George and his family could demonstrate the proper behaviors
of refined society. After a meal, he retired to one of four feather beds with furniture. If
he had business to attend, he could pack a valise and tack up one of five horses, using
one of his two saddles, a single riding chair, or a double riding chair. In purchasing and
using such objects, George marked himself as a craftsmen who had proved his
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competence and secured the economic well-being of his family.38
Reuben George built his career during a period when the social role of artisans was
changing. Though he was likely too young to have participated in mechanics' protests of
British policy during the American Revolution, George nevertheless benefited from their
effects. In post-Revolutionary America, artisans were no longer mere mechanics to be
held at arm's length by a mercantile elite. Instead, Jeffersonian Republicans recast these
self-reliant, respectable men as practitioners of useful arts, independent producers,
suppliers of necessary goods, and deserving of a prominent place within its political
structures.39
Though artisans as a whole experienced an elevated political and social status
following the American Revolution, Reuben George's connection to it seems ambivalent
at best. No evidence indicates that he served in any elected offices, though he held the
rank of militia captain by 1794 and major by 1803. Instead, it seems more likely that
George enjoyed the new status shared by all tradesmen in the Early Republic without
actively engaging in the political sphere. To some degree, this lack of engagement may
be a result of these changing perceptions of artisans. Previous generations of tradesmen
38 Inventory and Appraisement of the Easte of Reuben George, 31 December 1807, Henrico County Will
Book 3, Library of Virginia, 395-400. For discussions on material gentility, see: Richard L. Bushman,
The Refinement of America: Persons, Houses, Cities (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1992); Cary
Carson, Ronald Hoffman, and Peter J. Albert, eds., Of Consuming Interests: The Style of Life in the
Eighteenth Century (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1994); Edward A. Chappell and Julie
Richter, “Wealth and Houses in Post-Revolutionary Virginia,” Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture
7 (1997): 3-22; Bernard L. Herman, “The Embedded Landscapes of the Charleston Single House,
1780-1820,” Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture 7 (1997): 41-57; Ann Smart Martin, “Makers,
Buyers, and Users: Consumerism as a Material Culutre Framework,” Winterthur Portfolio 28, no. 2/3
(Summer-Autumn 1993): 141-157.
39 Sean Wilentz, Chants Democratic: New York City and the Rise of the American Working Class
(London: Oxford University Press, 2004), 58, 63; Howard B. Rock, Artisans of the New Republic: The
Tradesmen of New York City in the Age of Jefferson (New York: New York University Pres, 1984), 57;
Howard B. Rock, Paul A. Gilje, and Robert Asher, eds., American Artisans: Crafting Social Identity,
1750-1850 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995) xiii-xiv; L. Diane Barnes, Artisan
Workers in the Upper South: Petersburg, Virginia, 1820-1865 (Baton Rouge: LSU Press, 2008), 17.
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sought to move into elite circles through purchasing land, and consequently emulated the
gentry's civic responsibilities as they could, often serving in minor political offices.
Artisans' improved status in the Early Republic removed this colonial-era compulsion to
become gentry by emulating their practices, because it enabled them to fully participate
in the political process without abandoning their occupational identities. Without this
pressure, it seems that Reuben George chose to fulfill only as much of this new artisanal
role as interested him, and consequently focused on his career rather than public service.
This offered George a two-fold benefit. He could participate in local, state, and national
politics without having to take on additional public responsibilities, and he could focus
on serving the public good through the practice of his craft. This secured his place as a
citizen of the Early Republic, while at the same time obscuring the fact that, while
George's public contracts at the state and local level served the public good, he worked in
order to secure his personal competence. Ultimately, George assumed only half of the
responsibilities ascribed him as an artisan in the Early Republic, yet leveraged those he
chose to undertake in such a way that he attained substantial personal wealth without
following the standard pattern of gentry emulation.40
Reuben George leveraged his occupational capital well, and achieved a level of
40 The first mention of “Capt. Reuben George” appears two years after his father is made a Major in
Henrico County. Miles Seldon to Reuben George, 27 October 1794, George Family Papers, Library of
Virginia. Reuben George Sr. was commissioned as a captain of the second battalion of the 33rd
regiment in 1793. Henrico County Court Minutes, Henrico County Order Book 4, Library of Virginia,
625. Reuben George Jr. received a promotion to major sometime following his father's death in 1800.
Philip Samuel to Reuben George, 5 April 1803, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia. One of the
two was appointee Justice of the Peace in 1795, bound as a chief magistrate and coroner in 1795, sat as
a justice in 1796, and resigned as coroner in 1796. Henrico County Court Minutes, Henrico County
Order Book 6, Library of Virginia, 173, 240, 55, 565. I assume Reuben George Sr. held these positions,
given his son's relativley young age and numerous business engagements. However, if he is this active
in Henrico County, that might mean I'm reading some of Sr.'s accomplishments as Jr.'s, despite trying to
separate the two. Rock et al, American Artisans, xiv.
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financial and material success unlike his predecessors. Whereas tradesmen in the
eighteenth century generally mixed craft production with agricultural production in order
to secure their finances, George relied almost entirely on income from his participation in
the building trades. He also achieved some level of social prominence and a very
comfortable life for himself without incorporating agriculture as a significant part of
either his income or his identity. This runs contrary to the usual trajectories of
tradesmen's successes in the eighteenth century, where craft competence led to land
acquisition, agricultural income, and eventual acceptance into the lower echelons of the
gentry. Rather than follow this well-established path, Reuben George eschewed farming
for felling, and leveraged the multitude of opportunities available in the young city of
Richmond to establish himself as a competent craftsman, a reliable supplier, and a
genteel man. These characteristics marked a successful artisan and would soon be
contested as Richmond's building tradesmen embarked on the most ambitious building
project yet: the Virginia State Penitentiary.
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Figure 21
Benjamin Henry Latrobe, View Down James River from Mr. Nicholson, 1796
Maryland Historical Society
Looking south east down Church Hill, Latrobe drew the warehouses at Rockett's landing
and visually preserved some of Reuben George's handiwork.
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Figure 22
Drawing of the New Market House
Common Hall Ordinances, No. 2, January 1793 – May 1795,
Richmond City Administrative Records, Library of Virginia
While not his first significant municipal contract, George's woodwork for the Market
House made his work central to the city's existence in new ways and brought a larger
proportion of the Richmond's citizens into contact with it.
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Chapter 4
Professionals and Practitioners:
Negotiating a New Building Culture at the Virginia State Penitentiary
As however both the employment of an architect and its concomitant
expense appears to be new to the public Works of this State, and some
questions may arise relative to it, I take the liberty to trouble you with the
following explanatory remarks...
Benjamin Latrobe, 2 February 17981
After a tumultuous decade of construction at the Capitol, Richmond's builders
began to find their equilibrium. The city's building culture would follow practices
established over the previous two centuries, but allow for incremental innovations that
delineated the state buildings as progressive and fitting for a new republic. Just as this
pattern was being established, Richmond's building tradesmen found themselves
confronted by a new obstacle: the professional architect. In the eighteenth century,
“professional” denoted a learned vocation that required expertise in a “professed” body of
knowledge, such as law, medicine, or the church, and connoted a gentleman of refined
tastes and chivalrous instincts. The role of the professional began to shift in the early
Republic period, however, as men in other occupations sought to define and control a
market for professional services and to attach social status and concrete privilege to
membership in a professional category. For the men in Richmond's building trades,
professional incursion fragmented the building culture along new lines of regional,
generational, and occupational differences. These fractures reveal the deeply held
expectations of individuals' roles in the building process and conflicting systems of

1 Edward C. Carter, ed., The Papers of Benjamin Henry Latrobe, 1795-1798, (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1977), 2:362.
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knowledge. These circumstances pitted builders, architects, engineers, and clerks against
one another as they vied to secure their places in Richmond's evolving building culture.
Ultimately, reconciling these disparate understandings into a single coherent practice
depended on a new generation of builders who proved more willing to blend inherited
practices with fashionable aesthetics and who saw new participants in the building
process as collaborators rather than competitors.2
The Virginia State Penitentiary served as the arena in which opposing building
cultures competed for supremacy. Built between 1797 and 1804, the Penitentiary was
only the second large-scale building project to be undertaken by the state, following the
Capitol. Its construction was part of a reform movement sweeping across the young
United States. Repulsed by the gallows and other “barbaric” punishments enacted under
British colonial laws, Americans turned away from public punishments meant to deter
future crimes and toward rational and humane punishments. In their idealistic fervor,
reformers petitioned for the creation of justice systems designed to mete out consistent
and certain punishments determined by the crime committed, rather than by the socioeconomic standing of the criminal. Confidence that such reforms would not only
eliminate crime through the certainty of punishment via humane incarceration, but also
that these systems better aligned with republican ideals of personal equality, sparked
construction of new penitentiaries in New York, New Jersey, Kentucky, Massachusetts,
Vermont, New Hampshire, Maryland, and Virginia.3
2 Mary N. Woods, From Craft to Profession: The Practice of Architecture in Nineteenth-Century
America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 6; Magali S. Larson, “Emblem and
Exception: The Historical Definition of the Architect's Professional Role” in Judith R. Blau, Mark E.
La Glory, and John S. Pipkin, eds., Professionals and Urban Form (Albany: SUNY Press, 1983), 6061.
3 Blake McKelvey, American Prisons: A History of Good Intentions (Montclair, NJ: Patterson Smith,
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The Architect and the Builder
Though Virginia turned away from European penal models, the Legislature
engaged English architect Benjamin Henry Latrobe to give a physical form to its new
vision of penology. The son of a Moravian minister, Latrobe had been educated in
Germany before returning to London in 1783. Around 1786, he took up an architectural
career, studying under and working with engineer John Smeaton and then architect
Samuel Cockerell, with whom he formed a lasting relationship. Latrobe formally entered
Cockerell’s practice in 1789 and worked there for three years. During this time, he was
not only exposed to the professional expertise of his employer, but also to the work of
architect John Soane and, based on his panoptic designs, the social philosophies of
Jeremy Bentham (Figures 23, 24, and 25). Reckoning that he had acquired sufficient
skills and contacts to build an independent practice, Latrobe struck out on his own in
1792, taking on two commissions to build private country estates. Poor business
practices, a highly competitive marketplace, and the emotional distress of losing his wife
and his mother left Latrobe on the verge of bankruptcy in 1795, when he abruptly
departed England for the opportunities of architecturally immature United States.4
Opportunities were not boundless in America, however. For fifteen months,
Latrobe lived in and traveled through Virginia, seeking to understand the young nation
and to develop the connections necessary to relaunch his career. He befriended the
1977), 1-33; David J. Rothman, The Discovery of the Asylum: Social Order and Disorder in the New
Republic (Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 1971), 57-78; David J. Rothman, “Perfecting the
Prison: United States, 1789-1865” in The Oxford History of the Prison: The Practice of Punishment in
Western Society, ed. Norval Morris and David J. Rothman (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995),
111-129.
4 Talbot Hamlin, Benjamin Henry Latrobe (New York: Oxford University Press, 1955), 3-48; Woods,
From Craft to Profession, 15-24; Michael W. Fazio and Patrick A. Snadon, The Domestic Architecture
of Benjamin Henry Latrobe (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006), 3-16.
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gentry, took on a commission for the William Pennock House in Norfolk, and served as
an engineering consultant to the Upper Appomattox Navigation Company as well as to
the Dismal Swamp Land Company.5
Still uncertain of a steady income, Latrobe took advantage of the penal reform
laws the Virginia Assembly passed in December 1796, one of which mandated the
construction of a new “penitentiary house…constructed of brick or stone, upon such plan
as will best prevent danger from fire and sufficient to contain with convenience two
hundred convicts at least.” Within a month, Latrobe wrote to Governor James Wood,
offering his “services in the design of the Penitentiary house.” Latrobe cast the timing of
his letter in terms of professional detachment, claiming that he deferred writing until the
Governor and the Council of State decided where to build the penitentiary so that he
“might have had the means of presenting a design wanting little or no explanation, and
adapted to every circumstance attending the building.” Latrobe further entreated “that
whenever the steps taken by the Government shall have sufficiently ripened the business,
[he] be allowed to lay before them for consideration whatever former experience, or the
particular demands of the plans proposed for this State, may suggest.” An opportunity to
explain his own professional expertise relative to the specific demands of the project
would demonstrate that he could execute the project in a workmanlike manner. Being
coy with his architectural expertise allowed Latrobe to play the deferential mechanic,
seeking to appease the tastes of his clients while not openly soliciting for the commission.
Nevertheless, the prospect of a large commission, fully funded by the state, must have
5 Fazio and Snadon, The Domestic Architecture of Benjamin Henry Latrobe, 3-16, 211; Hamlin,
Benjamin Henry Latrobe, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1955), 67-94; Edward C. Carter, ed.,
The Papers of Benjamin Henry Latrobe (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977), 1:xxii - xxix.
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been an enticing one, and Latrobe wanted to ensure that his name topped the list of
candidates to undertake it.6
Latrobe’s careful maneuvering secured him the Council’s notice. In May 1797,
the Council sent him one hundred dollars for his plans of the Penitentiary House. The
payment surprised Latrobe, who acknowledged its receipt “with sincere gratitude.” He
received the sum “as a gratuity, for I had no claim whatever upon your liberality.” He
had merely “purchased the possibility of preference” by his pains and sent as proof of
“the sense [he] had of [the Council’s] generosity” additional and more detailed drawings
of the building.7
Though no full account of other submissions for the Penitentiary commission
remains, it seems unlikely that Latrobe faced any true competition. Evidence of one
other proposal highlights the disparity between Latrobe's skill and the talent pool in
Richmond. Samuel Dobie, the chemist-turned-builder who supervised the building of the
Virginia Capitol, contacted Governor Wood in August of 1797, requesting compensation
for the plans he submitted for consideration: “Having by the incouragement you gave me
so to do made out a plan for the penitentiary house... it being no mean design and was a
work of much time and trouble and tho not adopted furnished the Board with one more
for there Choice, and on these grounds I have reason to expect the Honorable Board will
make me a Liberal compensation for these Services.” Dobie’s appeal for payment for a
6 Samuel Shepherd, ed., The Statues at Large of Virginia from October Session 1792 to December
Session 1806, (Richmond: Samuel Shepherd, 1835), 2:8,
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/mdp.35112104867314; Carter, The Papers of Benjamin Henry Latrobe,
1:199; Benjamin Henry Latrobe to Governor James Wood, 25 January 1797, Records of the Virginia
Penitentiary, Series I, 1796-1865, Accession 41558, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia.
7 Benjamin Henry Latrobe to Governor James Wood 17 May 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary,
Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia.
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rejected plan had no precedent in Virginia’s construction history. Indeed, it may have
been the case that Dobie petitioned the governor after hearing that Latrobe had received
such a payment and misinterpreted it as compensation for “much time and trouble,”
rather than as a mark of ownership. Dobie’s troubled management of the Capitol’s
construction further made his request unlikely to be fulfilled.8
Latrobe worked energetically to keep his design in the forefront of the Council’s
mind, sending two additional sheets of drawings, explanations of his design, and
promises to add several others should his plan be adopted. Latrobe’s strategies
succeeded, and on 29 June he recorded in his journal, “On the 25th I received a letter
from the Govr. of Virginia informing me, that my plan of the Penitentiary house was
adopted by the Executive and desiring me to return immediately to Richmond to direct
the first steps for carrying it into effect.” Then working as a surveyor in the Dismal
Swamp, Latrobe abandoned the expedition and returned to Richmond, prepared to meet
with the Council of State and receive their instructions.9
While Latrobe spent the spring of 1797 contriving ways to secure the penitentiary
commission and working for the Dismal Swamp Land Company, the Council of State
pursued plans of its own, plans that would bring Latrobe’s inherited English building
culture into direct conflict with Virginia’s vernacular practices.
In April 1797, the Council hired Thomas Callis as Superintendent of the
8 Samuel Dobie to Governor James Wood, 17 August 1797, Executive Papers of Governor James Wood,
1796-1790, The Library of Virginia; Though little is written about Samuel Dobie, his tenure as the
director of the Virginia State Capitol is well documented in the primary sources. Auditor of Public
Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records, 1776-1971, APA 655, State Government Records Collection,
The Library of Virginia.
9 Benjamin Henry to Governor James Wood, 1 June 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series I,
1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia; Carter, The Papers of Benjamin Henry
Latrobe, 1:229.
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Penitentiary. Though little is known about the carpenter, plasterer, and builder outside of
his involvement in the Penitentiary, Callis seems to have been trained in the architectural
traditions of Tidewater Virginia. On receiving his appointment - some three months
before Latrobe received his commission - Callis wrote to Governor Wood. While he
deferred hazarding an opinion of the proposed plans, “from a consciousness that the
Executive will be much more competent to a proper choice,” he asserted his place within
Virginia’s building culture. Callis observed “that when the plan is adopted and
technically explained (which I presume will be done by the drawer)” his skills would not
be found wanting. Furthermore, his “knowledge of the Materials for building generally
used in this Country (acquired by an application from an early period of my life to the
business of architecture) will...merit a continuance of the Confidence of the Executive.”10
That the superintendent was hired before the architect speaks to the continued
dominance of master builders in this period, and their reliance on inherited construction
practices. As a carpenter in Virginia, Callis drew on a mental encyclopedia of building
types that he had encountered throughout his career. His building skills relied on
accumulated knowledge, rather than plans and elevations, and so he recognized that
working from drawn plans presented a challenge for him. His deep knowledge of local
building materials countered the perceived shortcoming of needing a drawing explained,
however. While an architect might be able to create a structure on paper, only a master
builder would know how to manipulate the materials available in such a way as to create
that structure in reality. As the superintendent of the project, it fell to him to contract for

10 Thomas Callis to Governor James Wood 16 April 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series I,
1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia.
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labour and materials and to oversee the erection of the penitentiary. This was “business of
architecture” - and Callis guarded these responsibilities vigilantly.11
A contract with Martin Mimms, a Richmond bricklayer, captures Callis’ sense of
duty and detail. The document begins by affirming Callis’ authority within the legal
context of the project: “The Executive of Virginia...being authorized to cause a
penitentiary house to be erected for the Confinement of Criminals...appointed Thomas
Callis to contract, under their direction, for the requisite labor and materials for, and to
superintend the erection of the said Penitentiary house.” Pursuant to that appointment,
Callis entered into a contract with Mimms. Unlike most eighteenth-century Virginia
building contracts, though, this contract specified who was to supply what and at which
times. The state would supply scaffolding, including “poles, ledges, putlocks, ropes and
plank,” and “the requisite quantity of lime.” Mimms, for his part, would “furnish the
necessary quantity of sand, attendance, and provisions, to erect the scaffolds and to lay
six hundred thousand bricks in the Gateway, Foundations, and Cellar Stories” at the rate
of sixteen shillings per thousand, “to be paid in that proportion as each hundred thousand
bricks may be laid.” All work and workmanship would be certified by Callis as the
superintendent. The work consisted “of three kinds, viz: plain solid brickwork, grouted
every fourth course, groined arches, and plain straight arches.” In addition to the sixteen
shillings per thousand “for the workmanship of the groined arches and the plain straight
arches,” Mimms would “receive of the public such allowance as persons, judges of such
work, to be appointed by the Executive, shall declare to be proper and right.” All of this
11 Thomas Callis to Governor James Wood, 3 May 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series I,
1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia; Hamlin, Benjamin Henry Latrobe;
Woods, From Craft to Profession, 20-24.
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work was to be done by November of 1798.12
The detail in this contract is striking when compared to other building contracts in
Virginia. Most contracts sketched the general dimensions of the building, the type of
construction (usually frame or brick), and a few details about doors, windows, and other
architectural finish elements. Any other component of the building would be constructed
in a “workmanlike manner,” a lingual shorthand that expressed the client’s expectations
and the craftsman’s assurances that the builder knew what he was doing and could
execute those elements according to the generally accepted rules of building in the area.
That Callis entered into a far more precise contract might reference a number of
circumstances: Callis’ own sense of responsibility for the project, a state mandate for
specificity after the mishap-laden construction of the Capitol, a need for clarity when
managing such a large project, or Mimms’ desire to protect his own interests and secure
exact compensation for his work. Whatever drove Callis and Mimms to draw up this
contract, the document itself signaled a shift away from a building culture which relied
on shared knowledge and toward one that meticulously recorded individual
responsibilities and the value of both labor and materials.13
This contract also signaled the beginnings of conflicting expectations about who
held authority over the Penitentiary site. A week before Callis and Mimms signed their
contract, Latrobe met with the Council of State and drafted the specifics of that contract.
Presumably, what Mimms agreed to were stipulations set down by Latrobe, rather than
Callis. According to the contract, however, Latrobe had no part in examining, certifying,
12 Contract, Thomas Callis to Martin Mimms, 21 July 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series
I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia.
13 Catherine Bishir, “Good and Sufficient Language for Building,” Perspectives in Vernacular
Architecture 4 (1991): 44-52.
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or valuing the work. The first two duties fell under Callis’ appointment and the last
would be fulfilled by appointees of the governor. While it was possible that Latrobe
might be appointed to such a position, there was no guarantee that he held the power to
oversee any of the work done on his own commission.14
When he came to America, Latrobe carried with him an English building culture
that incorporated the professional architect in a constructive way, and apparently never
thought that American building culture defined the roles of participants differently.
During his European career, he was an active and on-site participant in the commissions
he undertook, directly supervising the building tradesmen who worked to construct the
building he designed. This expectation had been reinforced during his brief career as an
engineer on the Penitentiary site, where water management issues mandated both his
attendance and his expertise. With these occupational expectations, and already
overseeing the construction of tunnels and a hydraulic engine to supply the Penitentiary,
it is little wonder that Latrobe presumed himself to be the authority on the building site.15
Thomas Callis did not share this assumption. As a master builder in Virginia, he
held authority over the building sites in his care. At best, architects in America prior to
Latrobe were gentlemen-amateurs who drew up plans, but left their realization in the
hands of master builders like Callis. They might occasionally observe the progress of a
building, but were not active members of the construction team, nor were they well14 Proposal for Brickwork, Arches, & Reveals, 15 July 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series
I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia.
15 The records of the Virginia State Penitentiary contain several references to water management issues
that required Latrobe's engineering expertise on site, prior to the building's construction. See, for
example: Benjamin Henry Latrobe to Governor James Wood, 31 July 1797, Records of the Virginia
Penitentiary, Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia; Benjamin Henry
Latrobe to Governor James Wood, 3 August 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series I, 17961865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia,
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versed in the practical applications of building culture.16
Callis openly challenged Latrobe's assumed authority less than a month after
construction started. He wrote to Governor Wood in early August to report on the
Penitentiary’s progress and to complain that “Mr. Latrobe continues to consider himself
as engaged in the public services as a Director of this Building. I know of no authority
under which he acts.” Savvy when personnel problems arose, Callis sought clarification
from the governor as to whether or not Latrobe had been given such authority so “that
[he] may govern [himself] accordingly.” However, Callis could not “conceive the
necessity of such a character” given his own appointment and assured the governor that
he was “not conscious of the want of ability to execute the task assigned…or I would
without hesitation resign it.” While Callis allowed “Mr. Latrobe all the credit due to his
superior abilities,” he “could not conceive that they are any further requisite in the
execution of the business in question.” To Callis, Latrobe’s talents, like those of the
gentlemen-amateur architects with which Virginian builders usually worked, were best
exercised on paper, not on the construction site. Latrobe's daily activities on site went
unrecorded, but Callis nevertheless simply did not understand why Latrobe persistently
showed up when he was not needed.17
Part of Callis’ distain for Latrobe might be linked to Latrobe’s limited knowledge
of the materials with which he worked. Latrobe admitted that he “was not very well
informed respecting the difference of Virginian and Northern pine,” but had “particularly
16 Rasmussen, “Designers, Builders, and Architectural Traditions in Colonial Virginia,” 198-212; Woods,
From Craft to Profession, 15-24.
17 Thomas Callis to Governor James Wood, 3 August 1797, Executive Papers of Governor James Wood,
1796-1799, State Government Records Collection, The Library of Virginia; William M. S. Rasmussen,
“Designers, Builders, and Architectural Traditions in Colonial Virginia.” The Virginia Magazine of
History and Biography 90, no. 2 (April 1982): 198-212.
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examined the two sorts and seen them worked upon, and find that they differ exactly as
yellow and white deal do in Europe.” Unfamiliar with North American wood species,
Latrobe made the closest associations he could based on his European education. While
he claimed that “the clean and best sort [of Virginia] pine works well under the plane,
and for general uses it is as good as the best plank in the World,” he preferred to use
Northern pine because it did not require holes to be bored before nails could be driven in,
it did not split as easily, and could be altered or reused several times over. Latrobe likely
thought the reusability of Northern pine would be an attractive selling point for it, as it
would save on material costs. However, the timber had to be imported into Virginia.
This created a dependence on distant markets that contradicted the early Republican ideal
of local production and made little economic sense given that the local countryside still
boasted healthy first-growth forests of long-leaf Southern pine. Latrobe's preference for
Northern pine emphasized how little he understood the building culture in which he
worked: importing pine wasted financial resources, recommending it made Latrobe
appear ill-informed about the characteristics of local materials, and using it implied that
Virginia pine was somehow less desirable, despite it being “as good as the best plank in
the World.”18
Latrobe called further attention to his own lack of cultural awareness when he
suggested that “the Gateway be erected in the rough stone of the River (Figure 26).” He
reasoned that, “without adding the expense of many Dollars, it would add to the Solemn
character of the building and to that only sort of beauty which is admissible, simple &

18 Benjamin Henry Latrobe to Governor James Wood, 17 August 1797, Records of the Virginia
Penitentiary, Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia.
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well proportioned solidity.” Though he recognized the general approbation of brick as a
building material, Latrobe did not seem to understand its significance to Virginia’s
building culture. Geologically, the Tidewater region of Virginia has no naturally
occurring stone. What it does have, however, is a clay subsoil that can often be found
less than two feet below ground surface. Easy access to raw materials, paired with the
availability of slave labor, made brick-making a profitable business from the earliest days
of colonization. The permanent Virginia landscape was, for all intents and purposes, a
brick one. In suggesting that the entry to a building meant to embody the new state’s
republican ideals of equality be constructed of a material not widely used or recognized
in Virginia, Latrobe made a significant error - and the use bricks ultimately led to open
conflict between him and Callis.19
While Callis was away in the countryside on public business in August 1797,
Latrobe decided he needed an “intelligent assistant” and hired a carpenter named John
Shortis. Shortis was soon put to work leveling stakes, planing planks to straight edges,
keeping squares and levels true, and “innumerable other little jobs done which leave no
visible trace behind.” In addition, Shortis began to erect two houses on the Penitentiary
site, one for lime and one “for…keeping tools, stores, materials and for the carpenters to
work in,” both undertaken by Callis’ order. Shortis “performed all those small jobs
which occur in every building & cannot always be foreseen, which such skill and
fidelity” that Latrobe thought it would be in the public interest to recommend him
particularly to the Council of State.20
19 Benjamin Henry Latrobe to the Council of the State of Virginia, 12 July 1797, Records of the Virginia
Penitentiary, Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia.
20 No John Shortis is listed in the Early Craftsmen’s Database at the Museum of Early Southern
Decorative Arts (MESDA); Benjamin Latrobe to John Courtney, 9 September 1797, Records of the
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Shortis spent the majority of his time on the construction site building centers for
the Penitentiary’s arches. Latrobe initially designed the Penitentiary's entrance arch with
a fourteen inch rebate. Once he saw the roughness of the bricks “and finding how
impossible it was to render any arch executed in them an ornament to the building,”
Latrobe laid aside the idea. Though it would result in a simpler arch, this design change
meant the centers could be built in two equal parts and could more easily be raised into
place. After Shortis completed the centers, Latrobe “accidentally met with 4,000
beautiful bricks” and returned to his original design, ordering Shortis to break up the first
centers and remake them to accommodate the rebate: “planed quite round to an exact
semicircle and…united by dovetailed braces,” “with the outer arch…and the inner one
diminished.” Though Latrobe admitted to having “given more trouble and occasioned
more expense in the Centers than was necessary,” he did so because he had “too often
been mortified at seeing the best brick arches in point of workmanship ruined in shape by
the inaccuracy of the centers.” For his attention to detail on the centers, Latrobe asked
that Shortis not have to “bear at the loss and blame attached to [Latrobe’s own]
unskillfulness.”21
When Shortis called on Latrobe to make out his bill, Latrobe proceeded by the
Virginia Penitentiary, Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia; Benjamin
Henry Latrobe to Governor James Wood, 17 August 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series
I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia.
21 Benjamin Latrobe to John Courtney, 9 September 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series I,
1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia. A rebate (or rabbet) is a long channel,
groover, or recess on or near the edge of a surface, cut at right angles and meant to receive another
member or element such as the frame of a window or door. “Rabbet,” Carl Lounsbury, ed., An
Illustrated Glossary of Early Southern Architecture and Landscape (Charlottesville: University of
Virginia Press, 1994) 303. These rebated arches have no significant parallel in Virginia’s vernacular
architecture, but were instead a hallmark of Soane’s English designs. Henti Louw, personal
correspondence. Centers are temporary wooden framing prepared to serve as a form and support for the
construction of a masonry arch. Once the masonry had set, the centering could be removed and the arch
was self-supporting. “Centering,” Lounsbury, An Illustrated Glossary, 67.
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book - literally. He demanded and received Shortis’ book of his men’s time, and
extracted the account in a careful and considerate manner in the presence of two
witnesses: Orris Paine and William Giles, who held the contracts for supplying lime and
brick. Latrobe consulted with the two about the appropriate daily wages for carpenters.
Paine and Giles gave him the best information they could, that seven shillings and
sixpence was a usual charge for bricklayers. In contrast, the average paid by Shortis to
his carpenters was about five shillings, tuppence. Latrobe then took the fatal step of
raising the daily wage ten pence, paying Shortis’ men one dollar per day. To some
degree, this rate was excessive. William Pain, author of a number of building manuals,
recommended a carpenter be paid four shillings per day, based on Boston standards.
Though the Virginia wage was half again as much as that of Boston, this likely reflects
both the smaller supply of skilled labor in the South, as well as the lack of occupational
organizations and their subsequent price fixing.22
Further problems arose in valuing the work done on the centers. The original bill
drawn up by Latrobe enumerated the number of centers, their shapes, their placement,
and their diameters. While standard practice dictated that work on architectural features
such as these arches was to be charged by dimensions, Latrobe instead opted to pay in
days worked, arguing that this better accounted for the time expended in labor than did
payment by dimension. This brought the total to £74.2: £26.17 for work on the houses
and £45.6 for the centers.23
22 Benjamin Latrobe to John Courtney, 9 September 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series I,
1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia; William Pain, A List of Prices for
Materials and Labour, and Labour Only, Adapted to the Practical House Carpenter, (London, 1799),
Eighteenth Century Collections Online, Gale, College of William & Mary, 18 February 2015.
23 John Shortis’ account with the Commonwealth, 23 August 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary,
Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia.
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Unfamiliar with Virginia’s building culture, Latrobe relied on advice from local
builders to determine appropriate wage and in the very act of making that determination
overstepped his bounds as architect and crossed into what Thomas Callis viewed as his
domain. On receiving Latrobe’s account of Shortis’ work, Callis bypassed the usual
method of peer arbitration and instead reported the questionable bill to the governor.
That letter is lost, but Latrobe’s response to Callis on hearing of it boils with indignation:
As you have thought it proper to tell the Governor that the bill of Mr.
Shortis up to the present date - to which I have fixed my name - is double
in its amount what it ought to be - I hereby give you notice that at the next
Board…I shall lay the matter before the Executive - when you may
prepare yourself either to prove your assertion or to acknowledge its
falsehood. As you have also taken upon yourself to deny my authority to
direct what work shall be done…it is my intention…to prove to the board
your total incapacity to fill the place to which you are appointed.
Callis’ response was equally barbed:
[Your letter] has not had a tendency to convince me that I have erred in
my opinion, that Mr. Shortis’ bill…is double the amount…it ought to be;
or that your object in thus obtruding yourself upon the public notice…has
been to drive me by finesse and intrigue from the office to which I have
had the honor to be appointed…I am unacquainted with any authority
which you have to direct any work whatever to be done at or about the
penitentiary house…As self interest (and not the public good) is the
motive which induces your present conduct, I have no doubt but it will
meet the attention which it merits.
In these two letters, Latrobe and Callis’ animosity moved beyond professional posturing
and became an indictment of personal character. By calling into question one another’s
motives and honor, both men challenged the veracity of the other’s claims to be
competent in his occupation and deserving of his place in the wider community.24
24 Benjamin Latrobe to Thomas Callis, 26 August 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series I,
1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia; Thomas Callis to Benjamin Latrobe, 28
August 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The
Library of Virginia.
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In the early Republic, and particularly in the American South, honor and social
standing were intertwined. To have honor connoted a variety of traits that made an
individual worthy of participation in society: white, free, economically independent, and
male. Honor, however, had unclear conceptual boundaries, requiring those who sought it
to maintain a tension between personal behavior and public appearance. The former
relied on an inner conviction of self-worth, while the latter required public assessment of
that claim. Thus, an individual who claimed to be honorable “saw his worth reflected in
those who knew and assessed him, and he in turn showed respect, even deference, toward
them...thereby sealing a tacit compact of mutual trust.” Acts of deception and fraud
shattered the illusion of honor and invalidated that person’s claims to the broader society.
Callis' misrepresentation of his skills gained him an unwarranted position and Latrobe's
combination of finesse, intrigue, and self-interest indicated potential transgressions. By
threatening to expose each other in front of the Council, Latrobe and Callis created an
audience through which to invoke shaming mechanisms and sought to enforce their
personal self-assessments of workmanlike behavior as the dominant interpretation.
Given the high profile nature of the Penitentiary project, both men risked their personal
and professional reputations by claiming the other behaved dishonorably and in a manner
not befitting the occupational culture of the building trades.25
Callis wrote a more measured response to Governor James Wood. He felt he
“could not consistently with his duty comply with [Shortis’] request” but instead
25 Peter A. French, “Honor, Shame, and Identity,” Public Affairs Quarterly 16, no. 1 (January 2002): 7-8,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40441310; Bertram Wyatt-Brown, “The Evolution of Heroes' Honor in the
Southern Literary Tradition,” The Georgia Review 40, no. 4 (Winter 1986): 992,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41399001; Kenneth S. Greenberg, “The Nose, the Lie, and the Duel in the
Antebellum South.” The American Historical Review, 95, no. 1 (February 1990): 57-74,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2162954.
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suggested that each side should appoint a referee, who together would render an opinion
and certify the account for payment. The Council of State agreed to a modified version of
this plan and appointed Anderson Barret, a respected local builder, to act as impartial
referee. On 4 September 1797, Barret submitted his account of “measured and valued…
work done by Mr. Shortis at the Penitentiary.” He valued the total of Shortis’ work at
£19.14.3, which included “making 15 square and 67 feet of semicircular centers at 10/per
square,” preparing scantling, framing and planking, making doors, shelves, a large square
and a table with a drawer. Though Barret was trained in the building trades, the price he
assigned to the centers had no readily apparent precedent. Price books of the period, such
as William Pain's A List of Prices for Materials and Labor, recommended twelve
shillings per square for common centering, eighteenth shillings per square for centering
to groins, and either three pence or one shilling for centering to doors or windows,
depending on the width. Likely unfamiliar with the process of building centering for
large architectural arches, Barret undervalued the work of Shortis and his men.26
Latrobe countered that the small centers would be worth fifteen or eighteen
shillings per square, and the large ones twenty-five or thirty shillings per square, “on
account of their size, their narrowness, and their extreme accuracy.” These estimates
varied widely from the ten shillings per superficial foot Barret estimated, but Latrobe also
offered a possible reason for Barret’s price: “Ten shilling a square must be a good price
26 Thomas Callis to Governor James Wood, 28 August 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series
I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia; Benjamin Latrobe to Thomas Callis,
26 August 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection,
The Library of Virginia; Anderson Barrett's Estimate, 4 September 1797, Records of the Virginia
Penitentiary, Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia; William Pain, A
List of Prices for Materials and Labour, and Labour Only, Adapted to the Practical House Carpenter,
(London, 1799), Eighteenth Century Collections Online, Gale, College of William & Mary, 18 February
2015.
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for common Vault centers in long ranges and of only 14 feet span, as at the Capitol.” To
value Shortis' work, Barret drew on a general understanding of the pricing of centers
based on his previous experiences working with Richmond's other building tradesmen.27
Latrobe responded to Barret's appraisal by elucidating his own process for valuing
the centers and in doing so revealed his own inherited building culture. In a report to the
Council of State, he carefully laid out how to find the superficial contents of the ribs, the
classes of arches constructed, and the diameter, width, and situation of each of the
twenty-four centers Shortis and his men built. For each type of center, he rated the
appropriate cost “by the price book of the Board of Works in London.” First class
centers, “being necessarily finished with extraordinary care and being full of work,”
warranted six pence per foot sterling, equal to eight pence Virginia currency. Common
vault centering ranged from four shillings, six pence, to five shillings per square and
elliptical centers eight pence per foot. Latrobe took care to note that “the book of prices
of the Board of Works is lower than any other prices allowed in England by the
Measurers.” The difference between Shortis' original bill and Barret's valuation was not
merely in how things were measured, but in the systems that had developed to
accommodate different types of work. Barret used only a single rate to ascertain the
value of work, befitting Virginia construction practices which simplified structural
elements in order to accommodate a lack of skilled labor. Latrobe, in contrast, drew on
an inherited building culture far more accustomed to complex structural and architectural
elements and so had developed a tiered pricing rationale to reflect the differences in

27 Benjamin Latrobe to John Courtney, 9 September 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series I,
1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia.
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labor. Drawing up a bill by dimension allowed Latrobe to find a compromise between
his own expectations and those of the men with whom he worked.28
Latrobe's valuation by dimension reduced Shortis’ account from £74.2.0 when
calculated by days worked to £42.7.6. Unfortunately, this left Shortis indebted to his own
journeymen. Latrobe recalculated Shortis’ account, mixing dimensional pricing for the
houses and the centers with daily wages to adjust the overall cost to £63.2.5. This hybrid
approach apparently satisfied Callis and the Council, and though it allowed Shortis no
profit, it at least secured him from loss. Shortis learned his lesson, however, and when he
next proposed to undertake carpenter’s work for the state, listed his estimates using only
dimensional pricing.29
The clash between Callis and Latrobe left both of them unscathed, but led to
Shortis' dismissal. In his place, Thomas Callis hired his son-in-law, William Callis.
Presumably, Thomas Callis felt a relative would be a more reasonable guardian of the
commonwealth’s resources than the men Latrobe hired. The change left Latrobe without
a familiar master carpenter and delayed the progress of the building. Desperate to
continue the work, Latrobe requested Callis “provide, within as few days as possible four
Centers for the groins of the South East Cellars and within 14 days afterwards 4 other
Centers for the North East Cellar and six common…centers for the cells.” The first four
28 Benjamin Latrobe, “Dimensions of centers done by Mr. Shortis and charged by the day…” 26 August
1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library
of Virginia.
29 Benjamin Latrobe, “Dimensions of centers done by Mr. Shortis and charged by the day…” 26 August
1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library
of Virginia; Benjamin Latrobe, “Mr. Shortis’ bill corrected,” 14 September 1797, Records of the
Virginia Penitentiary, Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia; John
Shortis to the Executive Council, n.d., Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series I, 1796-1865, State
Records Collection, The Library of Virginia; John Shortis’ proposal, 8 January 1797, Records of the
Virginia Penitentiary, Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia.
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centers were needed immediately, as “the Walls [were] now ready to receive them.”
Despite the unfamiliar circumstances and the on-going struggle for control over the
construction site, William Callis set to work.30
William Callis soon realized the hazards of undertaking such employment and
attempted to navigate situation in such a way that he could protect himself from the
charges Shortis faced. To avert the suspicion that Thomas Callis “might be expected to
be partial to [him],” William Callis contracted with John Courtney and Samuel Dobie “to
measure and value my work.” Dobie and Courtney accounted for 109 squares and ninety
feet of various centers, including those for groined arches in the east wing cellars, for
footed ribs in the reverse arches of the west wing, and for small windows, large doors,
and cells. Callis’ work totaled £54.19. They evaluated his work, and followed the
pattern Anderson Barret previously established. All Callis' centers, including groined
ones, were ascribed a value of ten shillings per square just as the common centers at the
Capitol were. Arguing this was too low, Callis then enlisted the help of Anderson Barret
and Reuben George, “not thinking it possible that they could be mistaken in the
measurement.” Here, William Callis was disappointed. Barret and George not only
deducted squares from the previous measurement, but also did not allow him any more
per square of work done. Unable to accept their account, Callis begged the governor to
allow him to appoint “some person to measure on my behalf…and in the meantime to
permit me to receive whatever they have already allowed me in order that I may pay my
men.” He did assure the governor, however, that “the particular sort of arches ordered by

30 Benjamin Henry Latrobe to Thomas Callis, 1 September 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary,
Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia.
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Mr. Latrobe take up much more time and trouble than people who are unacquainted with
them can suppose.” Once again, Virginia’s building culture seemed ill-equipped to
undertake the designs of an English architect, just as that architect was ill-equipped to
understand that culture.31
As the weather changed, worked slowed and by late November ceased as “it
[continued] to freeze and we have discharged all our workmen at the Penitentiary house
and are now covering up our Walls.”32 Free from the self-imposed obligation of
monitoring the Penitentiary’s construction and the on-going skirmishes with Callis,
Latrobe instead turned his attention to a different battleground: payment.
Latrobe complained of his financial plight and professional isolation in a letter to
Dr. Giambattista Scandella, an Italian physician living in Philadelphia and his friend:
I am called an extortioner because I have asked 1000 Dollars for my
services at the Penitentiary house…They have seized my drawing and will
not suffer them to be in my possession even to direct the work. I am yet
unpaid…I have refused any arbitration upon them, because I deny the
capacity of any man here to judge them.
In this letter, Latrobe put into words the contradictory understandings of building culture
he found in Virginia. As in the bill he drew up for John Shortis, Latrobe put a premium
on work that had to be done, but could not be seen. His fees could rightly be seen as
extortion by the Council of State and an occupational community to whom the
professional architect was a new and novel thing. One can see an immediate
31 Account of William Callis, 3 November 1797. Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series I, 17961865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia; William Callis to Governor James Wood, 26
October 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The
Library of Virginia. The Council of the State appointed Humphrey Dabney, but tabled Callis’ petition
until April 1798, presumably when they anticipated work to resume on the building. Unfortunately,
their decision does not appear in the surviving records.
32 Carter, The Papers of Benjamin Henry Latrobe, 2:332.
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counterargument to Latrobe’s complaint that he was “yet unpaid,” however. Twice in
1797 Latrobe received payments, the previously discussed one hundred dollars in May
and another $150 in late July, which he received with “sincere thanks…as a
compensation for the drawing and design of the Penitentiary house.” It seems that the
Council took Latrobe’s acknowledgement of the payment as confirmation of their
ownership of the drawings and therefore sought to maintain control over them, a
reasonable gesture given the Penitentiary’s ultimate purpose. In refusing arbitration,
Latrobe fully and fatefully isolated himself from the local building culture. In the
absence of written rules and guidelines, Virginia builders had a long tradition of using
peer arbitration to settle disputed claims of value and workmanship. By refusing to
acknowledge those systems, Latrobe turned himself into “an animal they [did] not
understand.”33
In an attempt to secure his unpaid fees, Latrobe finally resorted to explaining the
building culture in which he had been trained and his subsequent expectations of his
employment at the Penitentiary. He wrote to Governor Wood, describing European
practice as it related to architects: “It is in France, Germany, and England the established
custom of Architects (in England confirmed by many decisions of the Courts) to charge
for their works.” He detailed the practices of charging for executing designs, for
furnishing drawings, and for per diem costs of time and travel. Such explanations might
have better served him at the beginning of his tenure, when relationships were still young
and enthusiasm for the project fresh. As it was, they did garner him some payment. On
33 Benjamin Henry Latrobe to Governor James Wood 20 July 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary,
Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia;Carter, The Papers of Benjamin
Henry Latrobe, 2:342.
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16 February 1798, Governor Wood issued a warrant to Latrobe “for three hundred
Dollars upon account as Architect of the Penitentiary.” The sum was less than half of
Latrobe had calculated was owed to him.34
Disappointed, nearing bankruptcy, and alienated from the Richmond building
trades community, Latrobe spent little time on the site for control of which he had fought
so viciously the previous year. In March, he traveled to Philadelphia to better acquaint
himself with what was being done in that city to “render prisons safe, convenient and
wholesome.” Latrobe returned to Richmond in mid-April, though he seems to have
minimized his involvement in the Penitentiary. On December 1, 1798, Latrobe left
Richmond for the more promising prospects of Philadelphia.35
Thomas Callis and the Richmond builders may have successfully defended their
practices against the intrusion of a professional architect, but Latrobe had the last official
word. In a polite letter filled with empty promises to return and complete the
Penitentiary, Latrobe summed up his opinion of Richmond’s builders. Thomas Callis,
aged and infirm, “rendered his integrity of less avail and embarrassed a little the progress
of the building and perhaps the worst consequence resulting from it was, the total neglect
of every species of regular account.” William Callis, however, Latrobe recommended
“as a person highly qualified to be useful to the public,” though he would want “at least
34 Latrobe claimed that expenses totaled $15,000 during his tenure at the Penitentiary, on which he
charged 5%, including all expenses. The amount owed him would then be $750. In contrast, the one
warrant issued to Thomas Callis for his service as the superintendent paid $89. Carter, The Papers of
Benjamin Henry Latrobe, 2:363; Warrant to Benjamin Henry Latrobe, 16 February 1798, Virginia
Penitentiary Records, 1798-1865, Auditor of Public Accounts, APA 131, Administration of State
Government: of State Government – Institutions, Virginia Penitentiary, The Library of Virginia,
Richmond, Va.; Carter, The Papers of Benjamin Henry Latrobe, 2, 364. Warrant to Thomas Callis 1
January 1799, Virginia Penitentiary Records, 1798-1865, Auditor of Public Accounts, APA 131,
Administration of State Government: of State Government – Institutions, Virginia Penitentiary, The
Library of Virginia.
35 Carter, The Papers of Benjamin Henry Latrobe, 2:365, 1:lxxvi.
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the assistance of a good Accountant.” The younger Callis understood Latrobe’s “whole
system of construction, both in respect of Arches and all Brickwork, as also of every
species of Woodwork, and in making Centers, I know he has not a Superior in Virginia.”
So impressed was he with William Callis, that Latrobe offered to make him Clerk of the
Works to the Pennsylvania Bank. Perhaps the younger Callis was in truth a more gifted
builder than his father-in-law. Younger and less immersed it Virginia’s building
traditions, William Callis might also have simply been more willing to merge his own
building culture with that of Latrobe.36
After eighteen months of construction, the Penitentiary had “proceeded with
considerable rapidity & [was] in a state of forwardness not much short of our
expectations.” The east wing, intended for female convicts, had been carried up from the
ground line to the eaves of the roof, and required only that the arches of the third story be
turned before the roof - already finished and ready to be raised - could be installed. The
west wing stood half-finished, lacking its third story. The gateway was already “carried
up to its utmost height and will be finished during the winter.” Exterior walls rose five
feet, sewers were dug, and roads were built. Despite battles over control of the
construction site by their superiors, Richmond builders accomplished a significant
amount of work.37
What historian Talbot Hamlin identified as “constant petty disputes” that
disrupted Latrobe’s time at the Virginia State Penitentiary are better characterized as
battles for cultural supremacy, which pitted Latrobe’s English building culture against
36 Benjamin Henry Latrobe to Governor James Wood, 23 February 1799, Executive Papers of Governor
James Wood, 1796-1799, State Government Records Collection, The Library of Virginia.
37 Benjamin Henry Latrobe to Governor James Wood, 28 November 1798, Executive Papers of Governor
James Wood, 1796-1799, State Government Records Collection, The Library of Virginia.
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that of local Richmond builders. The unwritten rules which guided the actions of both
sides had been passed along from master to apprentice, from architect to clerk for
decades, if not centuries. They shaped how the individual builders understood their
relationships to one another, to their trade, to materials, and to the city they worked to
build. Reconciling the ideological and architectural ambitions of the young United States
with the inherited production and management techniques of the building trades was not
a quick or an easy task. It required men like Latrobe who pushed the boundaries of
design, and men like Thomas Callis who understood the limits of local resources to turn
those designs into buildings. Most importantly, though, negotiating a new building
culture required men the likes of William Callis, willing to experiment, to blend the
inherited with the fashionable, and to build a new city.38

The Millwright and the Clerk
During the winter of 1798-1799, work on the Penitentiary continued despite
Latrobe's abandonment. Blacksmiths were “employed in making the Iron Grates to the
external Windows.” The carpenters either moved indoors to build the window frames
necessary to complete both wings or began nailing oak planks to the interior surfaces of
the exterior walls, rendering them more stable and secure. Overseeing all this work was a
man named John Clarke.39
Much of Clarke's personal history prior to his involvement with as a
superintendent on Virginia's state building projects remains obscure. Born in 1766 at
38 Hamlin, Benjamin Henry Latrobe, 124.
39 Benjamin Henry Latrobe to Governor James Wood, 28 November 1798, Executive papers of Governor
James Wood, 1796-1799, State government records collection, The Library of Virginia.
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Keswick in Powhatan County, Clarke pursued a successful military career before being
named Superintendent of the Virginia Manufactory of Arms in 1798. Though Clarke
likely possessed well-developed leadership skills, no evidence suggests he had any
knowledge of construction practices or architecture.
Latrobe bemoaned Clarke’s appointment to oversee the Manufactory, writing
“The last assembly ordered an Arsenal to be built. Passing by me, an Officer in the corps
of Artillerists and Engineers in the Militia of this State and the only Engineer in the
Corps, they have already consulted a Millwright, who never saw a military work in his
life.” In referring to Clarke as a “millwright,” Latrobe cast one of the most serious
aspersions he could. Millwrights most often set up, maintained, or repaired milling
machinery; only rarely did they design it. In choosing this particular slight, Latrobe
inadvertently acknowledged the nascent industrialization that would someday become
Richmond’s greatest contribution to the South. Millwrights played an increasingly
important role as the flour, cotton, and tobacco mills that lined the James River multiplied
and fed both Richmond’s economy and its reputation. They maintained the machinery
that kept the modern, industrial city running. Most importantly, millwrights worked with
both wood and metal. This background gave Clarke a flexible set of skills that enabled
him to understand and manage the construction process, and role of the various building
trades within it, more adeptly than Latrobe had. In attempting to slight Clarke as a
millwright, Latrobe only acknowledged the importance of both Clarke and the occupation
to Richmond and its building culture, something which the Legislature, in naming Clarke
the supervisor of two seminal building projects, had already done.40
40 E. L. Ryan, “'Kewick': In Powhatan,” The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 48, no. 1

182

Clarke oversaw the continuing construction more shrewdly than his predecessor.
A seasoned military officer, Clarke was well-versed in the social politics that shaped
interactions in personal lives, professional settings, and politics, and he navigated those
often perilous waters with finesse. Well aware that he was executing a design of which
he was not the author, Clarke repeatedly wrote to Governor James Monroe, requesting
permission to alter Latrobe’s plan, often “with a view to promote the health, comfort and
security of the prisoners.” Such requests allowed Clarke to display appropriate deference
when dealing with government officials and social superiors, as well as his own respect
for Latrobe’s original designs. Playing the millwright and requesting changes that would
benefit the prisoners' well-being enabled Clarke to phrase his requests in such a way that
he could almost assure they would be granted.41
More importantly, Clarke asserted his authority over the construction site. Unlike
the previous arrangement in which Latrobe as the architect and Thomas Callis as the
superintendent battled for supremacy, Clarke brought both offices under his own control.
This held ruinous potential for both Clarke and the Penitentiary, as no evidence exists
that Clarke had any background in the building trades. If Callis decided to defy Clarke,
Clarke could not rely on a shared occupational culture to bolster his position, and such infighting might further delay the building’s progress. Such was not the case, however.
Thomas and William Callis continued to work on the site, as did two more family
members, Thomas Callis, Jr., and William Callis, Jr., each paid by the day for their labor.
(January 1940): 57-60, http://www.jstor.org/stable/4244992; Carter, The Papers of Benjamin Henry
Latrobe, 2:342; Oxford English Dictionary Online, s.v. “millwright,” accessed 14 June 2016,
http://www.oed.com.proxy.wm.edu/view/Entry/118602?redirectedFrom=millwright
41 John Clarke to Governor James Monroe, 4 January 1802, James Monroe Executive Papers, 1799-1802,
Accession 40936, The Library of Virginia.
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The newly-established harmony seems to have been the result of mutual respect. Though
Clarke oversaw the Penitentiary's on-going construction, he entrusted the daily operations
to Callis. This freed Clarke to continue his work at the Manufactory and complete two
massive construction projects simultaneously. Given their shared cultural context as
male Virginians, it is also possible that Clarke and Callis just got along.42
Under Clarke's supervision, construction continued to progress at a steady pace.
In March 1800, Clarke reported that the building was “fit to receive such offenders as
may be sent there.” Clarke overstated the building's condition somewhat, as only the east
wing could actually accommodate criminals, “being in greater forwardness than any other
part of the building,” complete with a temporary wooden enclosure forming a work yard
for that wing. This posed a problem since the east wing was meant for female offenders.
As a temporary solution, Clarke proposed housing whatever criminals might be sent in
the east wing and, on completion of the other parts of the building - which he assured the
governor were hastening to their conclusion - it would revert back to its intended
purpose.43
Clarke's peaceful tenure as the Superintendent of the Penitentiary stemmed from
his lack of expectations regarding how the building would serve his career. Unlike
42 John Clarke to Governor James Monroe, 4 January 1802, James Monroe Executive Papers, 1799-1802,
The Library of Virginia; See receipts in Virginia Penitentiary Records, 1798-1865, Auditor of Public
Accounts, APA 131, Administration of State Government: of State Government – Institutions, Virginia
Penitentiary, The Library of Virginia.
43 John Clarke to Governor James Monroe, 26 March 1800, James Monroe Executive Papers, 1799-1802,
The Library of Virginia. It seems that only male prisoners were housed at the Penitentiary until it was
fully completed. While Clarke’s tenure as the superintendent of the Penitentiary was fairly peaceful, it
was not uneventful. Only six months after inmates moved in, the first one escaped. James Wilson, alias
Jeremiah Whitson, removed the grate in his cell “with a small Gimblet (which by some means he has
possession of) by boring the Nails loose which confined the Grate to the Window frame worked up in
the Wall.” To disguise his work, Wilson stopped up the holes before covering them over with bees wax.
Martin Mimms to the Inspectors of the Penitentiary, 1 September 1800, Records of the Virginia
Penitentiary, Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia.
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Latrobe, who placed high stakes on the Penitentiary's ability to establish his name as the
preeminent architect in the United States, Clarke treated the building as logistical
challenge. Clarke was already fully occupied overseeing the construction of the
Manufactory of Arms when the Legislature foisted the Penitentiary on him. It seems that
Clarke divided his time between the two projects and focused much of his energy on
ensuring that the workmen had the supplies they needed and executed their contracts
appropriately. As both buildings moved forward, the Manufactory began to occupy more
of Clarke's time and attention as he dealt with incompetent workmen, substandard
materials, and insufficient funding. He had the luxury of being able to concentrate on the
Manufactory because the Callises had proven themselves reliable, competent, and wellequipped to manage the Penitentiary's construction.
The trajectory of Clarke's career following the construction of the Penitentiary and
the Manufactory indicates where his personal interests lay. Once both buildings were
complete, Clarke handed over supervision of the Penitentiary to bricklayer Martim
Mimms, who secured the position as Keeper of the Penitentiary in March 1800. Clarke
was much slower to transfer control of the Manufactory, however. As a military man and
a millwright, the Manufactory drew on Clarke's talents in a much more tangible way and
likely proved a more engaging venture for him. Clarke served as Superintendent of the
Manufactory of Arms until 1809, when he left the post to establish the Bellona Foundry
with William Wirt. Located fourteen miles up the James River from Richmond, the
Bellona Foundry supplied ordinance to the federal government throughout the first half of
the nineteenth century. Clarke ensured that his foundry would prosper when he
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successfully encouraged the construction of a federal arsenal adjoining his property.
Clarke remained active in the Bellona Foundry's operations until his death in 1844.44
Clarke's logistical approach to managing the Penitentiary construction and his
inherent interest the Manufactory operations combined to create a supervisory style that
empowered the craftsmen working on the Penitentiary to perform to the best of their
skills. Without a deep knowledge of Virginia’s building culture, Clarke was compelled
to trust the craftsmen employed to erect the Penitentiary. Where Latrobe fought against
practices he did not understand in order to secure his vision for the building, Clarke
allowed the craftsmen to follow their best practices. He shared the goal of a completed,
standing structure with the craftsmen who worked on the site. Clarke brought no
expectations of personal gain to the Penitentiary project and allowed the various building
tradesmen to perform their trades without interference. Consequently, Clarke was able to
incorporate himself into the site hierarchy. The millwright became the most adept
construction manager Richmond had yet seen.
Richmond's building tradesmen battled with an architect and collaborated with a
millwright at the Penitentiary, but were wholly unequipped to deal with a new profession
that would dominate early nineteenth-century social and economic concerns: the clerk.
George Prosser took the position as Clarke's clerk in 1798, when Clarke began managing
the Penitentiary's construction. Prosser made clear his expectations of the position in a
44 H. W. Flournoy, ed., Calendar of Virginia State Papers, May 1795 to December 1798, (Richmond:
1890), 9:100, http://hdl.handle.net/2027/hvd.32044020396693; Historic American Buildings Survey,
Creator. Bellona Arsenal, Workshops, State Route 673 vicinity, Richmond, Independent City, VA.
Documentation Compiled After, 1933. Pdf. Retrieved from the Library of Congress,
https://www.loc.gov/item/va0321, Accessed June 14, 2016; National Register of Historic Places,
Bellona Arsenal, Chesterfield County, Virginia; Barbara Irene Burtchett, “A history of the village of
Midlothian, Virginia, emphasizing the period 1835-1935,” (masters thesis, Universtiy of Richmond,
1983), 14.
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letter to Governor James Monroe in April 1800. He “was induced to except of that
office...by the hope and expectation that my Conduct if pleasing to the executive and to
Capt. Clarke would entitle me to an office more permanent and lucrative after the
manufactory of arms should be completed.” Prosser went so far as to make clear that,
though he “with pleasure accepted” the office he currently held, he would not have done
so “without such prospects in view.”45
George Prosser serves as an early example of the new American economy that
was beginning to shift away from apprenticeship and craftwork and toward
professionalization of white collar work. Accompanying this shift, however, was the
simultaneous dismantling of colonial social hierarchies. Clerks shared the uncertainties
of occupational education and advancement with journeymen in the trades, and all were
confronted with the possibility they might come to occupy a subordinate position in the
early republic's economy. Prosser both fits and breaks the mold of the early republican
clerk. He took advantage of a previous connection with Clarke, “whom [he had] known
from youth,” much as other young clerks did throughout the country. Unlike the clerks
studied by scholars such as Michael Zakim and Brian Lusky, Prosser chose to pursue a
position outside the merchant's sphere. Proving himself a competent clerk under Clarke's
tutelage could lead to other positions within the state government, which would prove
more lucrative and more secure than the opportunities available in other sectors of the
economy. As a member in a new and growing segment of the workforce, it seems that
Prosser weighed his skills against the opportunities for promotion in other parts of the

45 George Prosser to Governor James Monroe, 17 April 1800, James Monroe Executive Papers, 17991802, The Library of Virginia.
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economy and opted to pursue an opportunity that would ensconce him in the Capitol
rather than in a counting house.46
Within eighteen months of taking the position, Prosser's prospects began to sour.
He complained to Governor Monroe that his initial salary of $350 per year was
insufficient. When first employed, he was to act as an assistant at the Penitentiary only.
However, “it being impossible for Capt Clarke to give Constant attendance at both
buildings, he afterwards found it absolutely necessary to employ [Prosser] at the
Manufactory of Arms also,” where he measured lime and received materials for both
buildings, “which [made his] duty hard.” To compensate for the added stress of serving
as clerk for two buildings, Prosser requested an increase in salary, justified by the fact
that “were [he] not to attend at the Manufactory of Arms to measure lime &c., Capt.
Clarke would find it indispensible to have another assistant at that building.”47
Whether or not Prosser received his raise, his frustration with his position became
palpable the following year and he began to interfere with both the tradesmen and the
Penitentiary's construction. Prosser asserted in October 1801 that “the Penitentiary
building has been retarded by Col. [John] Harvie not furnishing a regular supply of
materials, that is to say brick and lime.” John Harvie secured the contract to provide
bricks for the Penitentiary’s construction in 1797, and successfully fulfilled all his
obligations for bricks in the ensuing years. Still, Prosser claimed that while Harvie had
46 Brian P. Luskey, “'What Is My Prospects?': The Contours of Mercantile Apprenticeship, Ambition,
Ambition, and Advancement in the Early American Economy,” The Business History Review 78, no. 4
(Winter 2004): 679, http://www.jstor.org/stable/25096953; Michael Zakim, Ready-Made Democracy:
A History of Men's Dress in the American Republic, 1760-1860, (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 2003); George Prosser to Governor James Monroe, 17 April 1800, James Monroe Executive
Papers, 1799-1802, The Library of Virginia.
47 No evidence indicates that Prosser received his requested raise. George Prosser to Governor James
Monroe, 17 April 1800, James Monroe Executive Papers, 1799-1802, The Library of Virginia.
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an abundant supply of bricks in his yard, none of them had been burned. This, in turn,
put Martin Mimms’ commission as the Penitentiary’s bricklayer in jeopardy: without the
materials with which to build, he and his workmen could not complete their contract. To
make matters worse, Harvie was splitting his supplies of lime, according to Prosser,
selling half his bushels to private individuals “despite his prior contract with the
public.”48
When Prosser took out his frustrations with his workload by placing blame for
slow progress on men in the building trades, they closed ranks against him. John Harvie
responded to Prosser's allegations in detail. Harvie claimed that no one informed him
personally of the need for brick and lime on the Penitentiary site and went so far as to
account for both the time expended in burning the bricks and the location of the bricks
already delivered. Harvie claimed a particular attention to the Penitentiary bricks,
because “bricks for the Public Works are demanded of such Quality in their Burning, that
it is destructive in the undertaking for a Kiln not to be Manag’d with the greatest Skill.”
Pursuant to his contract with the public, Harvie engaged James Taylor, “reputed the best
Brick Burner in the City of Richmond,” to set and burn all the bricks, and paid Taylor the
highest wages, ensuring Taylor’s total attention to the kilns burned for the public works.
Harvie maintained that had he been told of the want of materials, more bricks would have
immediately been burned. He also proved that bricks meant for and delivered to the
48 George Prosser to John Clarke, 9 October 1801, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series I, 17961865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia; John Clarke to Governor John Page, 13 May
1803, John Page Executive Papers, 1802-1805, Accession 41056, State Records Collection, The Library
of Virginia, Richmond, Virginia; Harvie was a lawyer, a commissioner to the Shawnee following
Dunmore’s War, a member of the Continental Congresses, a signer of the Articles of Confederation,
and then decided to move to Richmond and become a builder. Biographical Dictionary of the United
States Congress, s.v. “John Harvie, 1742-1807,” http://bioguide.congress.gov/scripts/biodisplay.pl?
index=H000311.
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Penitentiary “were removed for Building the Walls of the Barracks.” It was
mismanagement of materials under Prosser's supervision, exemplified in bricks shuffled
between one project and the other, that caused the delay, not Harvie’s business
practices.49
Bricklayer Martin Mimms seconded Harvie's claim that the administration should
be blamed for delayed progress, not the tradesmen or suppliers. Having agreed to
continue his contract in April 1801, he and his men worked “until the Bricks intended for
the Building were removed to the Barracks.” Without the necessary materials, Mimms
dismissed his bricklayers, only to rehire them in June “when a Kiln of Bricks was in
readiness and said to contain forty thousand.” They labored until Mimms was “again
compelled to stop for about ten days for the want of Bricks.” This cycle of work and lax
time took a toll on both Mimms and the bricklayers willing to work for him. While he
made “every exertion to increase my number of hands for the purpose of expediting the
completion of this building as soon as possible,” an irregular supply of materials
compelled Mimms to turn away past and potential employees because he could not
guarantee the pace or the progress of the work.50
In case the testimony of Harvie and Mimms proved insufficient, three more
tradesmen swore to the clerk's mismanagement of materials. Bricklayer Theodorick
Massie testified before the Council of State that Harvie instructed him “to be sure to have
at all times a full supply ready to answer the demands of workmen” - an instruction he
faithfully observed. Never was there a day throughout the building season “that there
49 John Harvie to Governor James Monroe, 10 October 1801, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series
I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia.
50 Martin Mimms to Governor James Monroe, 14 October 1801, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary,
Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia.
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was not plenty of Bricks sent to the Building as fast as they ware required & no
complaint was evar made” to him. Similarly, bricklayers John Winston and Joseph
Kimbrough swore that Mimms engaged and discharged them based on the availability of
bricks. They carefully did not state what led to the shortage of materials.51
The journeymen supported their masters, who in turn convincingly shifted the
blame for the shortage of building materials onto the shoulders of the project's
administration. These sworn statements trod a careful line. Neither Harvie nor Mimms
openly indicted Clarke or Prosser for mismanaging the materials for the Penitentiary, the
Manufactory of Arms, and the new barracks. So carefully avoiding naming a guilty party
implies that the men who gave their testimony either respected Clarke and were unwilling
to accuse him, or that they were particularly sensitive to the nature of government
contracts and knew they could be easily replaced if Clarke, the Executive, or the Council
of State took umbrage with their testimony.
Despite these issues, Clarke gave a positive report of the Penitentiary’s progress at
the end of 1801. All the brickwork for the cells and the gallows was finished, the roof
raised, the floors laid, the interior walls sheathed with oak plank, the doors hung, and the
windows grated. The materials necessary to finish the building had arrived, and Clarke
had “no doubt but that the whole building will be completed before the end of the ensuing
year.” Five years after construction began, though, the Legislature and the Council
started getting nervous, and requested more frequented estimates and updates from
51 Theodorick Massie Sworn Statement, 15 October 1801, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series I,
1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia; John T. Winston Sworn Statement, 15
October 1801, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The
Library of Virginia; Joseph Kimbrough, Sworn Statement, 15 October 1801, Records of the Virginia
Penitentiary, Series I, 1796-1865, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia.
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Clarke. In January 1802, he predicted that $19,400 would be necessary to complete the
Penitentiary. Clarke assured them, however, that “the erections of buildings for such
important purposes and of such extent will unavoidably cost great sums which no
precaution can prevent... in addition to which it is proper to observe that in such great
undertakings contingent expenses often occur, which it is impossible to foresee.” The
Legislature gave Clarke their vote of confidence, and twenty thousand dollars to
complete the building.52
A year after Prosser sowed chaos by claiming John Harvie defaulted on his
obligation to supply bricks to the Penitentiary, he created havoc once more. In November
1802, Harvie requested payment for the 730 bushels of lime he delivered over the course
of the year. Clarke pulled George Prosser’s account books, only to find that they
“appear[ed] to have had so little attention paid to them that it is impossible in many cases
to apertain from them the actual state of the business transacted by him.” This was a
serious dereliction of Prosser’s duties as the clerk of public buildings, as he was legally
bound to keep a regular account of expenses and materials.53
The problem extended beyond Prosser’s disordered accounts, however: he was
dead. On 17 August 1802, Prosser died, “either by his own hand or by some person yet
52 John Clarke to Governor James Monroe, 4 December 1801, James Monroe Executive Papers, 17991802, The Library of Virginia. This sum equates to $320,821.86 in 2015 currency, based on the
Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis tables. “Consumer Price Index (Estimate) 1800-” Federal
Reserve Bank of Minneapolis, accessed 14 June 2016,
https://www.minneapolisfed.org/community/teaching-aids/cpi-calculator-information/consumer-priceindex-1800; John Clarke to Governor James Monroe, 4 January 1802, James Monroe Executive Papers,
1799-1802, The Library of Virginia; Samuel Shepherd, ed., The Statues at Large of Virginia from
October Session 1792 to December Session 1806 (Richmond: Samuel Shepherd, 1835), 2:308.
53 There is no documented connection between George Prosser and Thomas Prosser, Jr., owner of Gabriel
Prosser. John Clarke to Governor James Monroe, 27 November 1802, James Monroe Executive Papers,
1799-1802, Accession 40936, The Library of Virginia; Shepherd, The Statues at Large of Virginia from
October Session 1792 to December Session 1806, 2:294.
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unknown.” Reviewing Prosser's account books, John Clarke found that the disordered
accounts mirrored the “disordered state of [Prosser's] mind,” a condition which may have
stemmed from being overworked and finding his expectations unmet. Whether he lacked
the time to meticulously record the costs of materials or simply stopped caring to do so,
Prosser’s accounts left Clarke at a complete loss: “When an acct is now presented for
Articles bought by Mr. Prosser for either of the public buildings it is out of my power to
tell whether those Articles were bought for the Penitentiary or for the Armory.” Items
like window glass, hinges, screws, and bolts had been purchased for both buildings, but
Prosser neglected to indicate from which budget the expenses were drawn or on which
site the items were used.54
The most egregious accounting negligence centered on Colonel John Harvie's
accounts for lime. When Harvie called on Clarke at the Penitentiary requesting payment
for seven hundred bushels of lime, the two men “examined Mr. Prosser’s book, in which
we found an entry dated July 23d 1802 stating that he (Mr. Prosser) had then received
730 bushels of lime of Col. Harvie. And no opposite entry made that Col. Harvie had
been paid for that lime as usual.” Harvie and Clarke consequently supposed that the “730
bushels had not been paid for as Col. Harvie was credited with the lime & not debited
54 John Clarke to Governor James Monroe, 21 August1802, James Monroe Executive Papers, 1799-1802,
The Library of Virginia. Within four days, Clarke had requests from at least twenty individuals seeking
Prosser’s old position. Unfortunately for these hopefuls, Clarke decided not to appoint a permanent
successor for Prosser's position. As the Penitentiary was nearly completed and not much work
remained to be done on it, Clarke surmised that William Dabney, a local carpenter, could take over
what duties remained such as measuring lime and weighing out iron for the smiths for “as small
compensation.” Prosser’s duties at the Manufactory of Arms could be undertaken by George Dabney,
rendering “it unnecessary to appoint any person to the office which Mr. Prosser died possessed of.”
Clarke did, at least, admit that a new storekeeper for the Penitentiary should be appointed.Clarke names
seven people, but adds that “there are twelve or fifteen other candidates.” John Clarke to Governor
James Monroe, 27 November 1802, James Monroe Executive Papers, 1799-1802, The Library of
Virginia.

193

with the payment.” After Clarke presented that account to the Executive, he “discovered
that the above mentioned 730 bushel of lime had been paid for, but that the lime which
had not been paid for was partly furnished before Prosser’s death and partly afterwards as
the work required it.” After several months of untangling Prosser's accounts, Clarke
finally concluded that the state owed Harvie £83.11.8 for 1,180 bushels of lime and
submitted a new account to the Council of State in November.55
While Clarke spent the winter and spring of 1802-1803 unravelling Prosser’s
accounts, brick makers, bricklayers, carpenters, smiths, and painters continued their
labor. Clarke reported on the status of all the contracts in May 1803, and his report
highlights the enormity of the Penitentiary’s construction process. John Harvie and
George Winston contracted in 1797 and again in 1798 to supply a total of 2,250,000
bricks, as well as a sufficient quantity of lime with which to lay those bricks. In
September 1800, Harvie engaged on his own “to furnish a sufficient number of bricks
and quantity of lime for finishing in every respect the Penitentiary house.” Martin
Mimms, despite the delays incurred by inadequate brick supplies, laid more than two
million bricks. Reuben George, “engaged to furnish the Timber plank &c for the
Penitentiary,” not only fulfilled his contracts, but was “generously paid for each parcel
delivered.” Robert Fox and Anderson Barrett contracted for the woodwork of the
building, and worked together under Latrobe’s supervision. When Clarke took control of
the project, Fox abandoned his partner, who carried on the work alone and had nearly
completed it, being paid as he made progress. George Williams and William Geddy,

55 John Clarke to Governor James Monroe, 27 November 1802, James Monroe Executive Papers, 17991802, The Library of Virginia.
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hired in 1799 to “execute the Smiths work,” were also nearly done with their contract.
Only Charles Cox had no end in sight; engaged to paint the Penitentiary, his progress
depended on that of the other tradesmen on the site. In 1808, the State fully settled his
account, ordering $736 appropriated from the general fund to pay him for painting the
whole of the Penitentiary.56
The State Legislature determined the project finished as they sat in session in
December 1802 and opted not to make any appropriations for the Penitentiary in 1803.
Whether they “intended that the appropriation law made at the preceding session [of
1801] should still continue in force…or whether a provision for completing that edifice
was not unintentionally omitted in making the last appropriation law,” the lack of
continued funding forced Clarke to wrap up the project as quickly as he could. Other
than painting, the only thing left to do was enclose the building. Anderson Barrett, done
with the woodwork inside the Penitentiary, agreed to build a wooden enclosure around
the premises, a sure sign that the building would be occupied in the near future.57

The men who built the Penitentiary overcame regional and generational

56 John Clarke to Governor John Page, 13 May 1803, John Page Executive Papers, 1802-1805, State
Records Collection, The Library of Virginia; Samuel Shepherd, ed., The Statues at Large of Virginia
from October Session 1792 to December Session 1806, (Richmond: Samuel Shepherd, 1835), 3:355,
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/mdp.35112104867322.
57 Clarke reported that the previous year's appropriation had not yet been completely spent and there were
sufficient funds left to cover the expenses incurred during the year. John Clarke to Governor John
Page, 15 October 1803, John Page Executive Papers, 1802-1805, State Records Collection, The Library
of Virginia; John Clarke to Governor John Page, 4 June 1803, John Page Executive Papers, 1802-1805,
State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia; John Clarke to John Page, 23 July 1803, John Page
Executive Papers, 1802-1805, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia. The Legislature
appropriated $3000 and $1500 for completing the Penitentiary in 1804 and 1806, respectively. These
small amounts of funding were likely meant to cover the expenses of modifications made once the
Penitentiary was in full operation. Shepherd, The Statues at Large of Virginia from October Session
1792 to December Session 1806, 3:204, 3:355
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differences as they labored together to create a piece of architecture then unrivaled in the
United States. They did not emerge unscathed, however. Only John Clarke and
Anderson Barrett continued to work on public buildings. John Harvie built only private
homes for the remainder of his career, while Martin Mimms abandoned the building
trades all together to become the Keeper of the Penitentiary. Benjamin Latrobe continued
to undertake public commissions in Philadelphia, Baltimore, Washington D.C., and New
Orleans. Maturing American aesthetics embraced his architecture, but the builders with
whom he worked never embraced him as an architect. Though he worked valiantly to
raise American architecture to a European standard, Latrobe never sought to understand
the local building cultures in which he worked, an error which ultimately left him a
frustrated and embittered man.
The varied experiences of the men who worked on the Penitentiary reflect the
varied professional expectations they brought to the site. Thomas Callis, as a master
builder well-versed in Virginia practices, anticipated controlling the day-to-day
operations of the project. Benjamin Latrobe, coming from a European building culture,
expected similar control over the site. For both men, the calculation that having their
name attached to the successful completion of the building would lead to future
commissions fed their desire for control and led them to clash publicly. Major John
Clarke brought no such expectations for future revenue to the site when he took over the
Penitentiary's construction. His focus was split between it and the Manufactory of Arms,
simultaneously under construction on the shore of the James River. Both his interests
and his potential future income lay in the Manufactory's success and so he managed the
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Penitentiary's construction with an efficient detachment. George Prosser, employed as
Clarke's clerk, enabled his superior to maintain distance from the project. Prosser,
however, brought his own expectations of professional advancement as a clerk within the
state's bureaucracy. When they were not met, he disengaged from his duties and let the
Penitentiary's accounts fall into ruins.
The expectations these men brought to the Penitentiary shaped how they
navigated both personal and professional interactions. Distinct opinions regarding
appropriate behavior, best practices, occupational cooperation, and rates of expected
returns highlighted the fissures in a building culture that had only started to coalesce
before it had to contend with demands put on it by professions previously unaffiliated
with the building trades in Virginia. When professional expectations clashed, there was
no established means of recourse because this particular blend of occupations did not
previously exist on Virginia's construction sites.
Men who had already built careers in Richmond's building trades reacted to the
introduction of new roles aggressively, particularly when one of these new professionals
cast aspersions on their abilities to perform in a workmanlike manner. The battles
between Thomas Callis and Benjamin Latrobe and the testimony that undermined George
Prosser's allegations of materials mismanagement reveal how tightly knit the trades
community in Richmond was. When threatened with a loss of authority or with charges
of unprofessional behavior, they supported one another in order to retain the autonomy
necessary to build as local custom and local materials demanded. As Clarke's time as
Penitentiary superintendent demonstrates, the most effective way to work with
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Richmond's building tradesmen was leave them alone and trust they would complete their
contracts.
The process of creating places for architects, millwrights, and clerks would
eventually lead to the creation of the a building culture that was both administered
effectively and made use of the inherited construction practices that had been shaped
during the previous centuries. Leading this change were young men, like William Callis.
At the beginnings of their careers, these men often proved more willing to blend inherited
practices with the changing occupational structures of the early Republic economy and
seemingly saw new participants in the building process as collaborators rather than
competitors. Over the course of their careers, these young men would bridge the rifts that
arose in Richmond's building culture in its early decades and build both occupational and
aesthetic continuity throughout the city.
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Figure 23
Benjamin Henry Latrobe, Plan of the Building, 1797
Library of Virginia
Latrobe's initial plan of the Penitentiary created a panopticon, a semi-circular ring of cells
and workshops, all of which could be observed from the Inspectors Room and the
Keeper's Quarters.
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Figure 24
Benjamin Henry Latrobe, Plan of Basement and Ground Stories to be Built First, 1797
Library of Virginia
Latrobe anticipated that the cells, workshops, and quarters would be constructed first,
with the forecourt following later. This streamlined construction to some degree by
prioritizing the erection of fully functional spaces. In the lower left corner, the wall
marking the Women's Wing is visible. This was the first part of the Penitentiary opened
for occupation.
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Figure 25
Benjamin Henry Latrobe, Plan of the Second and Third Stories, 1797
Library of Virginia
For each story of cells, Latrobe planned an corresponding observation point on southern
wall. As built, the Penitentiary cells doors were solid, rendering the panoptic observation
points useless.
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Figure 26
Benjamin Henry Latrobe, Perspective of the Gate of the Penitentiary House, 1797
Library of Virginia
Latrobe felt that stone construction would better embody the permanence and gravitas of
the Penitentiary's function and Virginia's new republican ideals. Unfortunately, few
tradesmen in Richmond were familiar with stone masonry.
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Figure 27
Benjanmin Henry Latrobe, South Elevation of the Penitentiary, 1797
Library of Virginia
Latrobe's Penitentiary was an impressive architectural work unrivaled in Virginia. The
building was demolished in 1928.
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Chapter 5
Anderson Barret: Building Continuity Across the City
Under our obituary head, is an announcement of the death of Mr. Anderson
Barrett, one of the oldest citizens of Richmond – a man whose long life
had been without stain and without reproach...He was remarkable, too, for
his good and just sense and judgement, and they always commanded for
him the respect as well as the esteem of his neighbors.
Richmond Daily Dispatch, 3 July 18571
The men in Richmond's building trades struggled to create a coherent building
culture during the capital's first decades. The variety of occupational practices these men
brought to the city with them often led to in-fighting, unmet expectations, and
competition for authority over construction sites. In the growing city, accumulated
knowledge led to conflict rather than consistency, because Richmond lacked a cultural
median that dictated not only how things should be done, but also acceptable degrees of
variation in how things could be done. Creating a coherent aesthetic for the city, as well
as a consistent mode of practice, required two things of men in the buildings trades.
First, long careers in a single city created standards of consistent practice, developing
guidelines for executing commissions and demonstrating mastery of the building trades.
In the best circumstance, this produced a curriculum for training apprentices that was
particularly tailored to Richmond's needs. Second, working throughout a constructed
landscape allowed builders to create a coherent aesthetic across the build environment.
At the micro level, repairs and renovations had to blend congruously with the extant
structure. At the macro level, the as these men to work work across a cityscape they
created continuity among the buildings they erected throughout the city. Anderson Barret
1 “Death of an Old Citizen,” The Daily Dispatch (Richmond, VA), 3 July 1857.
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did both.

Continuity of Practice: Establishing Himself
Among the approximately four hundred carpenters who worked in Richmond
between 1775 and 1820, Anderson Barret stands out for his sixty-year career. During
that time, Barret brought continuity of practice and product to Richmond's building trades
by providing a continuous and highly visible example of the generally accepted best
practices in carpentry. Born in Hanover County on 12 January 1773, Anderson Barret
was the only child of Lewis Barret and Elizabeth Anderson, who died two weeks after his
birth. Anderson's family promptly took charge of the infant, and Elizabeth's sister Ann
provided the majority of his care. Married to carpenter Dabney Minor, Ann's
guardianship may have set Barret on his career path. Whether the choice to become a
carpenter was based on interest or on convenience, the familial and social connection to
Minor gave Anderson Barret an entrée into the building trades.2
Given the Minors' guardianship, it seems reasonable that Barret would have been
apprenticed to Dabney Minor as a way of securing for him both an education and an
occupation, but such was not the case. When the Minor household relocated to
Richmond in 1783, Anderson Barret was not part of it. At age eleven, Barret was
technically too young to enter into an apprenticeship, though orphaned boys could be
bound out by the local vestry at much younger ages. While building his business in a
2 Museum of Early Southern Decorative Arts (MESDA) Craftsman Database, Search terms: “Carpenter,”
“Richmond,” “1755-1820,” Museum of Early Southern Decorative Arts, Craftsman Database,
http://www.mesda.org/research_sprite/mesda_craftsman_database.html; William Edward Barret, “Rev.
Robert Barret...and his descendents through his grandson, Anderson Barret...of Richmond,” (Richmond,
1951), Virginia Historical Society.

205

new and growing city, Minor limited himself to older apprentices who may not have
required as much oversight. Charles Gill signed an indenture with Minor on 1 January
1784 and Joseph Kennedy of Louisa County did the same on 5 April 1784 “with the
consent of his mother.” In addition, William Minor was listed as an apprentice in
Dabney Minor's household in the city returns taken in February. Both Gill and William
Minor were identified as eighteen years old in the city returns, and it seems likely that
Kennedy may have been close to that age, as he agreed to serve only three years and three
months. This pattern of apprenticing older boys continued throughout the rest of the
decade. Orphan Thomas Clarke signed an indenture in December 1788 that bound him to
Minor for four years, by which time he would reach age twenty-one. The Overseers of
the Poor judged Robert King to be sixteen years old, before ordering him bound to Minor
for a term of four years and six months. In these circumstances, it seems that Barret
either trained under another master or did not hold a formal indenture with his guardian.3
Provided he completed his apprenticeship at the usual age of 21 in 1794, Barret
spent his first three years in the trades gaining experience as a journeyman. This was a
fairly rare career move in Virginia, where the demand for skilled labor often exceeded the
3 Henrico County Court Minutes, Henrico County Records, Order Book 1, 1781-1784, County Records,
Library of Virginia, 467; Henrico County Records, Deed Book 1, 1781-1785, County Records, Library
of Virginia, 176; Henrico County Court Minutes, Order Book 1, Library of Virginia, 504; Henrico
County Deed Book 1, 1781-1785, 195; Common Hall Ordinances, Records, No. 1, July 1782 –
December 1792, Richmond City Administrative Records, Library of Virginia, 335; City of Richmond
Records, Hustings Deeds No. 1, 1782-1792, Land Records, Library of Virginia, 234-5; City of
Richmond Records, Hustings Court Order Book No. 2, 1787-1792, Hustings Court, Library of Virginia,
396; City of Richmond Records, Hustings Court Order Book No. 3, 1792-1797, Hustings Court, Library
of Virginia, 109; “Dabney Minor for work done at the governor's in acct with William Rawleigh,” 25
April 1797, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records, 1776-1971, APA 655, State
Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia.Barret testifies to the veracity of Dabney Minor's
account “for work done at the governor's in acct with William Rawleigh.” Rawleigh laid 28,006 bricks
and lathed and plastered sixty yards on the Governor's House lot. Dated 25 April 1795, this is the first
time Minor and Barret's names appear together. Barret would have been twenty-two and out of his
apprenticeship. Barret may have been working for Minor at this point in his career and so would have
been a natural choice to certify the account.
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supply, allowing tradesmen to establish their own shops immediately after finishing their
apprenticeships. Barret's delayed acquisition of “master” status enabled him to gain some
additional experience and begin building a reputation among the burgeoning Richmond
building trades. He could then parlay both his established reputation and his connection
to Minor into more lucrative contracts when he struck out on his own.4
Though the circumstances of Barret's training remain unclear, his connection with
Minor certainly facilitated his entrance into Richmond's building trades. Barret received
his first commission in April 1797, when he agreed to install stair rails and the railing
around the Houdon statute of George Washington in the Capitol. In early August 1797,
the Council of State agreed to settle Barret's account for £170.4.4 “for securing the
Treasury Office and for carpenter's work done about the Capitol & Governor's house.”
Dabney Minor oversaw much of the carpentry work on the Capitol, and during the
summer of 1797 was entangled in the on-going struggle to get a tight roof on the
building. Rather than split his attention between various tasks, it seems that Minor opted
to subcontract some of the labor to Barret. This marked a shift in Barret's overall position
on both the individual building site and within the building trades more broadly. As an
independent subcontractor for the first time, he had to establish his competence and
demonstrate mastery of his craft on his own. No longer could he rationalize any errors in
4 For the absence of skilled labor, see: Carl Bridenbaugh, The Colonial Craftsman, (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1950); Cary Carson, et al, “Impermanent Architecture in the Southern
American Colonies,” Winterthur Portfolio, Vol. 16 No. 2/3 (Summer-Autumn 1981) 135-196; Willie
Graham, et al, “Adaptation and Innovation: Archaeological and Architectural Perspectives on the
Seventeenth-Century Chesapeake,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3d Series, Vol. LXIV No. 3 (July
2007), pp. 451-522; and Carl Lounsbury, “The Plague of Building: Construction Practices on the
Frontier, 1650-1730” and Catherine Bishir, “A Proper Good Nice and Workmanlike Manner: A Century
of Traditional Building Practice, 1330-1830,” in Bishir, et al, Architects and Builders in North
Carolina: A History of the Practice of Building (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press,
1990).
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either practice or product as those of a man still learning.5
Barret made the most of his opportunities to prove his mastery of his trade. The
same month the Council of State settled his account for work on the Capitol, they also
requested that Barret examine carpenter John Shortis' work and “compare the same with
the account exhibited in the presence of Mr. Latrobe and Mr. Callis.” Within a week,
Barret finished his evaluation. He measured semi-circular centers, feet of prepared
scantling, squares of framing, and the effort it took to build two batten doors, shelving, a
square, and a table with a drawer. Though peer arbitration was a common practice when
work was disputed, in this case it gave Barret the ability to leverage his knowledge in
order to secure his position in the Richmond building trades. As a public display of his
mastery of his trade, Barret's valuation cemented his competence, and the Council of
State certified that competence when they accepted his findings. Latrobe recognized the
possibility that Barret was using this moment to establish himself writing that he “felt
considerable uneasiness for [his] own character from the effect of Mr. Barrett's estimate,”
but eventually concluded that his own reputation would be sound if anyone critically
examined the two accounts. Despite his efforts to contradict Barret's accounts, Latrobe
found himself on the losing side of the conflict, likely due to the fact that he was working
within a building culture imported from Europe while Barret worked within the local
context and so better understood what variations of acceptable practice were permissible.6
5 Alexander Quarrier Received of Anderson Barrett, 10 April 1797, Capitol Square Data, Library of
Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 27 July 1797, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 17761852, Accession 35356, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia, 42.
6 Virginia Council of State Minutes, 31 August 1797, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 53; Anderson Barret to Council of State, 4 September 1797, Records of the
Virginia Penitentiary, Penitentiary Papers, 1797-1865, Accession 41558, State Records Collection, The
Library of Virginia, Richmond,Virginia; Benjamin Henry Latrobe to Governor James Wood, 7
September 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Penitentiary Papers, 1796-1865, Library of
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The early years of Anderson Barret's career as a carpenter in Richmond followed
the general trajectory of other men in the building trades. He received training, improved
his skills, and eventually set out to establish himself as an independent craftsman. By
successfully completing small commissions, Barret proved his competence, established
his mastery of the building trades, and demonstrated his ability to direct subordinate
laborers. While he worked to secure his future in Richmond's building trades, Barret also
began cultivating a coherent building culture across the city. He transported trade
practices from one site to another, creating a web of knowledge that stretched between
state buildings and structured expectations for future contractors. As he worked on the
new Capitol, Barret also inadvertently became one of the first builders responsible for
creating a cohesive aesthetic in Richmond's built environment. Though his first
contributions were small, they nevertheless established a practice that required
contractors to blend their work with the surrounding fabric of the building in order to
create a unified appearance. When writ large across Richmond, this practice would
produce a cityscape which was harmonious even as architectural styles evolved.

Continuity of Practice: Sixty Years of Building Continuity and Adaptation
Anderson Barret's work at the Capitol effectively established him as a master of
his craft within the Richmond building trades. Dabney Minor may have facilitated the
beginnings of Barret's independent career, but now it was up to the twenty-four year old
carpenter to make his own way in the world. During the next six decades, Barret worked
to maintain both his competence and his position within Richmond's evolving building
Virginia.
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culture. Moments in his career between 1797 and 1857 highlight the ways in which he
built a continuity of practice across Richmond's early construction sites and the ways in
which he adapted to changing economic demands in the antebellum period.
Barret's first major contribution to creating consistent standards of practice came
with an early commission. His work on the Capitol garnered him respect from both state
officials and colleagues in the building trades. This positioned him as a trusted mediator
between craftsmen and the state as client, which in turn required him to navigate the fine
line between acceptable public expenditures and the value of work done. When William
Callis recruited Barret to evaluate his work at the Penitentiary in October 1797, Callis
likely hoped that his fellow carpenter would favor the trades over the public coffers.
Instead, Barret and Reuben George returned a valuation of £72.18.10 ¾ for “146 squares
and 9 feet of centers for groind arches and centers for windows & doors @ 10 pr square,”
“fraiming and covering in a house for the People to work in,” and “24...handles to turn
the arches.” Those ten shillings per square became a point of contention that shaped state
building contracts and future earnings of Richmond's carpenters.7
Barret's valuation of ten shillings per foot for centering was rooted in previous
experience working at the Capitol. Assuming he was involved at several stages of
construction while working for Dabney Minor, Barret gained practical knowledge of how
to build centering for arches, which included their price at ten shillings per square.
Barret's use of this price for the arches at the Penitentiary caused Latrobe to complain that
the amount might be appropriate for the plain arches at the Capitol, but the complexity of

7 Reuben George and Anderson Barret, Account of Work Done, 25 October 1797, Records of the
Virginia Penitentiary, Penitentiary Papers, 1796-1865, Library of Virginia.
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the arches he designed required additional skill and time for carpenters to build and so
were worth more. While Barret probably did undervalue the work required to build
centers for Latrobe's arches, he also worked from the standard practice and knowledge
base with which he had experience. The precedent for structural arches in public
buildings valued them at ten shillings per square. Presumably, the details of the arch
mattered less than the ultimate purpose it served, and Barret worked from a model in
which purpose defined value.8
This purpose-driven approach enabled Barret to build continuity into the practice
of constructing a particular architectural element in a state building. Regardless of the
project, carpenters building centers for arches could expect to be paid ten shillings per
square when working on public buildings. Not only did Anderson Barret directly
influence expectations for state construction projects, but he was rewarded for doing so.
Both he and Reuben George received payments for their “trouble in measuring certain
work done at the penitentiary building.”9
Once Barret had successfully completed several commissions, he sought to
expand his practice by partnering with another carpenter, Mr. Fox. The partnership
allowed Barret to receive contracts for work at the Penitentiary in late 1798 while
continuing to make repairs at the Capitol. By September 1798, Barret and Fox were
ready to frame the roof for “the square part of the [Penitentiary],” and awaited an
executive decision whether the roof would be “a plain sqr. roof or to have it [hipped] with
8 Reuben George and Anderson Barret, Account of Work Done, 25 October 1797, Records of the
Virginia Penitentiary, Penitentiary Papers, 1796-1865, Library of Virginia; Benjamin Latrobe to John
Courtney, 9 September 1797, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary, Penitentiary Papers, 1796- 1865,
Library of Virginia.
9 Virginia Council of State Minutes, 26 October 1797, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 77.
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valleys.” The pair worked on the Penitentiary through the beginning of 1799. For their
labor, the two earned a combined $614 for completing woodwork on the Penitentiary
before the partnership dissolved. Though short-lived, this partnership helped Anderson
Barret expand his sphere of influence to include two active construction sites at which he
could model the skills he learned as an apprentice or a journeyman and offer an example
of how things were done in Richmond to carpenters new to the city.10
Even without Fox, Barret continued to expand his workload. He not only
purchased additional tools from Dabney Minor's estate, but he also maintained a presence
at several construction sites simultaneously. For the first several months of 1799, he split
his time between the Capitol and the Governor's House, adding a third site to his rotation
of state construction projects. In September, however, Barret took a further step to
establish himself among his peers when he made a formal proposal to shingle the roof of
the Penitentiary. The change from subcontractor to contractor signaled Barret's
confidence in his mastery of all elements of the carpenter's trade. He had the skill, the
connections, the labor, and the capital necessary to undertake a large-scale commission at
a competitive rate and to insure himself against the risk of leaving the job undone. The
Council of State agreed with Barret's assertions, as did John Clarke, the Superintendent of
the Penitentiary and the Manufactory of Arms. On 14 September 1799, the Council of
State approved Barret's proposal and ordered a contract be formed with him accordingly.

10 Thomas Callis to Council of State, 11 September 1798, Records of the Virginia Penitentiary,
Penitentiary Papers, 1796-1865, Library of Virginia; Warrant: Anderson Barret, 1 December 1798,
Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Penitentiary Records, 1798-1865, State Government Records
Collection, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 1 December 1798, Virginia Council
of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 21; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 2 July 1799,
Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 179.
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At twenty-six, Anderson Barret held his first independent contract with the state.11
While Barret secured commissions that developed his professional reputation, his
multi-site workload required assistance, and his accounts for this time hint at how he
acquired additional laborers, to what work they were put, and what influence he exerted
over how they practiced their trades. Twice he recorded charges for “labor hire,” once at
the Penitentiary in 1800 and again at the Capitol in 1801. The enumerated accounts in
both cases no longer exist, making it impossible to determine how many hands he hired,
how he paid them, what sort of oversight they required, or whether they were free or
enslaved. Either of the latter two options is a distinct possibility, though the availability
of skilled slave labor for hire at lower costs makes it likely that the labor Barret hired was
enslaved. Barret relied on supplemental, and probably enslaved, labor at other times as
well. He submitted accounts several times that included charges for hauling shingles,
plank, lime, and lead. These tasks did not require the skills of a craftsmen and fell into
the usual realm of tasks with which slaves were entrusted. The best example of the value
of hired labor comes from an account for the “services of four hands covering the the
walls &c at the penitentiary,” for which Barret received £3.15. Provided Barret did not
include a fee for his time spent overseeing their work, each hand earned eighteen
shillings, nine pence for an unspecified number of days worked.12
11 Minor's estate also paid Barret £1.19 as per his account, but it does not specify for what. The Estate of
Dabney Minor Decd. In Acct with Dabney Minor Executor, 23 February, 1801, Orange County
Records, Will Book 3, 1778-1801, County Records, Library of Virginia, 479, 553; Virginia Council of
State Minutes, 24 August 1799, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia,
211; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 9 September 1799, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 17761852, Library of Virginia, 222; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 14 September 1799, Virginia
Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 227.
12 Virginia Council of State Minutes, 23 December 1800, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 322; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 10 October 1801, Virginia Council of
State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 103-104; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 26 July
1800, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 198; Virginia Council of
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Though the skill level of these hired laborers remains unclear, it is likely that
Barret spent at least some time overseeing their work in order to ensure that it met his
own standards of practice. Whether outright instruction or gentle guidance, oversight of
hired laborers in these circumstances permitted Barret to continue to build continuity into
the building trades' practices as he helped shape the skills of these hired workers.
Conversely, they too may have introduced Barret to better or more efficient ways of
doing things, which he then transported to new construction sites and shared with other
colleagues or hired laborers as he continued throughout his career.
Barret's carpentry and managerial skills brought him professional prestige, though
the influence he gained over the Richmond's building culture posed professional risks as
well. In 1803, he served as a witness for the state in its suit against Carney and Baird for
the botched slate roof at the Capitol. This put his expertise on trial in a unusual way.
Barret's knowledge was manifested in words and legal records, rather than the usual
wood and nails. Moreover, the veracity of his testimony could not be immediately
proven in any material way. Usually, building tradesmen could point to their particular
work and use it as evidence of their competence. In giving testimony, though, Barret
verbally juxtaposed his own abilities against the ineptitudes of Carney and Baird which
opened the possibility of poor communication or misinterpretation, both of which could
then be turned around to harm Barret's reputation as a knowledgable and skilled
carpenter. When compared to Carney and Baird's ineptitudes, Barret's record of
State Minutes, 24 October 1800, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia,
280; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 23 December 1800, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 17761852, Library of Virginia, 322; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 2 February 1804, Virginia Council of
State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 116; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 27 February
1802, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 195.
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workmanlike execution and solid reputation held firm. By verbalizing his knowledge and
allowing it to be captured in the legal record, Barret further secured his role as an
authority in the Richmond building trades, as that record could subsequently be used to
judge the skills of future carpenters. His testimony create a legal boundary of best
practices in the building trades, beyond which work was inferior and within which it met
the shared expectations of Richmond's building culture.13
Anderson Barret spent the first several decades of his career helping to unify
Richmond's building culture, tying together the fragmented practices of its first
generation of builders into a set of consistent practices. However, consistency did not
negate the need for adaptation. Barret and Richmond's other career craftsmen adjusted to
changing economic circumstances in order to maintain their competencies and to protect
the bounds of mastery while allowing for adaptation to new economic conditions.
A sizable commission for Richmond's builders presented itself in early 1826 and
carpenters' attempts to secure it reveal the various ways in which building tradesmen
were adapting to an economy beginning to privilege industrialization and wage labor over
craft knowledge. The Gun House on Capitol Square had not only fallen into disrepair,
but was also difficult to secure and inconvenient for the horses and wagons to enter.
Consequently, the Public Guard began internal arguments about whether it should be
13 Virginia Council of State Minutes, 28 September 1803, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 29; Anderson Barret to Capt. John Clarke, 14 October 1803, John Page Executive
Papers, 1802-1805, Accession 41056, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council
of State Minutes, 25 August 1804, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia,
198. John Clarke requested that he draw up an estimate to build a cannon house for the use of the
Public Guard. Barret promptly returned two estimates, one for building in brick and the other for
building in wood. Barret had either picked up some bricklaying knowledge from the various sites he
worked on and the men he worked with, or he had a standing contract with a bricklayer to undertake
those parts of the building beyond his purview. Clarke trusted Barret enough to employ him to take
down two blacksmiths' shops on the site and to measure and value additional work done at the Armory.
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repaired in situ or taken down and removed to a more convenient place. Blair Bolling, as
both Commandant of the Public Guard and Supervisor of Public Edifices, exercised his
due diligence and sought a number of estimates for both removal and repair of the
building. Four estimates came in, including Anderson Barret's. Taken together, these
offer a composite of Richmond's building culture and the changing nature of the building
trades.14
Charles Hyde produced an estimate for repairing the Gun House that included
only the cost of materials. A new eight foot wide door would be needed, as would 112
feet of new sills, eleven squares of weatherboarding, thirty-six feet corner boards, forty
feet barge boards, eighty feet plain box cornice, eight squares of shingling, and 222 yards
of paint. The repairs would cost the state $168.63. Removing the house to a new
location on Capitol Square would cost $25, with the costs for underpinning depending on
both the alignment of the house and the quantity of dirt to be removed. Hyde's estimate
relied on a monetization schema based on tangible goods. The client purchased objects
on which labor had already been and would continue to be expended as they were
incorporated into the extant fabric of the building. This approach tied the value of a
craftsman's knowledge to physical products, rather than practice, and follows the older
conventions of Virginia building culture in which craftsmen created a physical proxy for
their skills to which value could subsequently be assigned.15
Lewis Swain's bid similarly reflected entrenched Virginia building practices,
particularly in his language. Swain agreed
14 Blair Bolling to Governor John Tyler, 17 February 1826, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol Square
Data, Records, 1776-1971, APA 655, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
15 Blair Bolling to Governor John Tyler, 17 February 1826, Capitol Square Data, Records, 1776-1971,
Library of Virginia.
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to build a Gun house according to the sum here – will be of good materials
finished in a plain but neat manner. The roof shingled and painted slate all
over. The remainder of the external part white for $350...The sills to be
underpinned with brick and the posts in front with suitable stones as there
will be no sill.
No where did Swain name the sizes of the materials, the varieties of wood to be used, or
how the building would be constructed. Instead, he relied on a short-hand that valued
knowledge as it was made manifest in a finished structure. In this mode of thought, the
art and the mystery of the occupation were to be guarded and subsequently practiced only
by a man who had mastered his trade. He would need no more than the information
sketched out above in order to construct a building in a workmanlike manner and
simultaneously demonstrate his mastery.16
Kimbrough and Hooper submitted an even less detailed estimate than did Swain.
They offered to build a wooden structure sixteen feet square with an eleven foot pitch for
$150 or a slightly larger brick house with a slated roof for $258. Their third option was
the most spacious: a 576 square foot brick structure that could house four guns at the
cost of $428. These estimates represented a new version of monetizing knowledge
through the purchase of tangible goods. Unlike Hyde's proposal, though, in which the
potential client could identify the component parts of a building and assess value
incrementally, Kimbrough and Hooper offered only the cost of the entire building.
Specific materials were not identified, nor was the amount of labor indicated. For this
pair of carpenters, the value of their work resided in a complete finished product, which
masked the processes of manufacturing the necessary building materials and erecting the
16 Blair Bolling to Governor John Tyler, 17 February 1826, Capitol Square Data, Records, 1776-1971,
Library of Virginia; Catherine Bishir, “Good and Sufficient Language for Building,” in Perspectives in
Vernacular Architecture, IV ed. by Thomas Carter and Bernard Herman (Knoxville: University of
Tennessee Press, 1991), 44-52.
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structure.17
Barret produced the most detailed estimate and recognized the value of labor as
represented by objects and by action. Much like Hyde, Barret enumerated the various
materials necessary to repair the Gun House. He went into even greater detail, however,
regarding both the materials and the building itself. Barret specified “a pair of folding
doors in front with a lock compleat” and “2 six light window frames with sashes and
glass 10 by 12.” None of the other carpenters offered estimates for completing apertures
to the building. Doors at the very least would have been assumed as part of every bid,
but by enumerating the doors and the windows, Barret suggested a tangible object and
increased its value to the reader by increasing the details available regarding it. Barret
also carefully delineated what materials were included in the cost of a particular line
item. “Sheeting and shingling [the roof],” for example, included “the materials except
the sheeting plank.” This created a different degree of categorization among the
materials needed to complete the job and acknowledged the different skills necessary for
making shingles as compared to sawing planks. These were not homogenized “wood,”
but instead represented the products of different wood species, worked in different
ways.18
Barret's enumeration of labor provides additional insights into how white
craftsmen in the building trades adapted to the growing wage-based economy. “To put
new sills to the gun house....40 by 16 feet with cost exclusive of the materials” totaled
eighteen dollars. To take down the house, move it, put it up again, and finish it would
17 The second brick structure would be sixteen by eighteen feet with an eleven foot pitch. Blair Bolling to
Governor John Tyler, 17 February 1826, Capitol Square Data, Records, 1776-1971, Library of Virginia.
18 Blair Bolling to Governor John Tyler, 17 February 1826, Capitol Square Data, Records, 1776-1971,
Library of Virginia.
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cost the state seventy-five dollars. Both of these line items take into account only the
labor needed to do the job. They separate the value of labor from a tangible object and
assign a value to the intangible knowledge and skill instead. Thirty years after Benjamin
Latrobe argued that payments should be based on the work done, though not seen, Barret
began writing estimates that did just that. Barret's extensive estimates unfortunately did
not win him the contract to construct the gun house.19
The next recognizable evolution in Barret's business practices came in 1836, ten
years after he lost the contract for the Gun House. Since 1821, Barret had been one of
Blair Bolling's most reliable contractors. As Supervisor of Public Edifices and
Commandant of the Public Guard, Bolling oversaw and authorized any necessary repairs
to public properties in Richmond. Mr. Seldon, the Registrar of the Land Office,
approached Barret about removing an obstruction from his office in November 1836.
Seldon not only spoke to Barret about the practicality of the renovation, but also engaged
him to do it and was willing to pay out of his own pocket for the cost if the the state
refused funding. This agreement secured Barret the commission and payment, but put
him outside the usual practices for work on a public building, which required vetting
from the Superintendent of Public Edifices. Renovations to suit public employees proved
lucrative in Barret's earlier career, and a guaranteed payment may have tempted him to
break custom by forging a direct agreement with Seldon.20
On hearing about this agreement, Blair Bolling was not pleased. He was the
19 Blair Bolling to Governor John Tyler, 17 February 1826, Capitol Square Data, Records, 1776-1971,
Library of Virginia; Benjamin Henry Latrobe to Governor James Wood 20 July 1797, Records of the
Virginia Penitentiary, Penitentiary Papers, 1796-1865, Library of Virginia.
20 Blair Bolling to Governor Wyndham Robertson, 17 November 1836, Capitol Square Data, Records,
1776-1971, Library of Virginia.
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clearinghouse that managed renovation and repair requests from public officials as well
as contracts with craftsmen. To have a carpenter contracted directly to work on a public
building upset protocol, the budget, and his authority. Taking control of the situation,
Bolling opted to go ahead with the work and began negotiating the terms with Barret.
The carpenter assured Bolling that he was capable of completing the job, “but intimat[ed]
at the same time that it will be attended with great difficulty, and related the circumstance
of his having done a similar job for Mr. Brown the 2nd Auditor for which he received fifty
dollars.” What Barret undoubtedly meant as a means to secure equivalent pay for
equivalent work, Bolling read as extortion and he refused to “certify any such an account
as that for payment,” even before the work began.21
Barret's answer reflected a changing labor economy, one in which daily wages
were beginning to displace piece work and personal economies were increasingly
uncertain. He “finally concluded that it could be done for five dollars per day
compensation to himself while he might be engaged at it, and whatever he might have to
pay the bricklayer who does the work.” Bolling agreed with the pay structure, citing that
the work “of necessity be attended with some difficulty as that it is very dirty work.”
Bolling recognized the value of Barret's knowledge and labor, but did so within a context
that monetized minutes rather than valuing products. It seems that Bolling's stubborn
resistance to Barret's initial plans paid off. When Barret was next paid for work done in
the Auditor's office, he received only $15.59. By comparison, he received $38.75 “for
certain alterations made in the House of Delegates” that same year. Barret might have

21 Blair Bolling to Governor Wyndham Robertson, 17 November 1836, Capitol Square Data, Records,
1776-1971, Library of Virginia.
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been able to leverage the latter situation better than the former, however. While the
repairs would have been requested through Bolling, the House of Delegates resolved to
spend the funds, meaning that Bolling did not have to guard the Contingent Fund quite so
carefully for this job, which allowed Barret to continue charging by the work done, rather
than the time spent doing it.22
This instance was the first and only time Barret engaged to work on a public
building without going through the appropriate channels. That he was willing to do so
may speak to some economic distress on his part, though it may also reveal frustration
with the protocols for work on public buildings. Blair Bolling reacted negatively to this
new means of acquiring commissions, in which he served as financier rather than
intermediary between craftsman and commission. Anderson Barret exhibited a surprising
nimbleness in his own response, however, adapting pay scales and time frames in such a
way that he could secure the work without offending Bolling or endangering future
commissions. By being willing to adapt to the changing economic and social
environments in which he worked, Barret continued to build continuity of practice,
because he continued to secure commissions through these new approaches that kept him
working throughout Richmond.
The 1840s would prove to be the last active decade of Barret's career. Though he
continued to identify himself as a carpenter in the various business directories published
22 Blair Bolling to Governor Wyndham Robertson, 17 November 1836, Capitol Square Data, Records,
1776-1971, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 15 July 1837, Virginia Council of
State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 68; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 21 January
1837, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 161. In 1837, Barret also
installed a lock to the gate on the Capitol Square and shelves int eh Auditor's office for $2.45. Virginia
Council of State Minutes, 20 October 1837, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of
Virginia, 104.
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throughout the decade, public records indicate that he undertook relatively little work. In
July 1840, Barret and fellow carpenter Otis Manson examined the Capitol, noting the
numerous and varied repairs necessary for the building. John Richardson, who had been
the Supervisor of Public Edifices for approximately a year at that point, likely relied on
Barret as a trusted craftsman and as someone who could bring continuity to the project,
having worked previously with Bolling and having executed a great number of previous
repairs himself. Richardson exercised a fair bit of caution, however, by requiring a
second examiner to work with Barret. This forced Barret to concede to changes in both
the practice and the profession of the buildings trades by having another individual with
whom he had to agree. Richardson signaled his satisfaction with the work by requesting
that both men receive five dollars for their services.23
Throughout the course of his career, Anderson Barret worked to stitch together
the fragmented building culture of Richmond into a functional set of best practices. He
established acceptable rates for work, created legal precedent for workmanlike behavior,
and explored new models by which to value both product and process. To remain active
in Richmond's building culture, Anderson Barret adapted his approaches to securing
commissions and payment. Some attempts worked. Others failed. Only by remaining
nimble, though, could he continue to work and to provide an example of workmanlike
behavior to younger generations of building tradesmen.

23 John Richardson to Governor Thomas Gilmer, 10 July 1840, Capitol Square Data, Records, 1776-1971,
Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 14 July 1840, Virginia Council of State,
Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 48.
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Continuity of Practice: Training the Future
Anderson Barret collaborated with a number of other builders throughout the
course of his career. As discussed above, he formed a partnership with Fox, hired
laborers, competed with Hyde, Swain, Kimborough and Hooper for contracts, and valued
work at the Capital with Otis Manson. No records survive indicating that he formally
trained an apprentice, however. This seems like a significant oversight for a man who
became one of the principal carpenters in Richmond's early history. The changing
demographics of the Barret household over the course of his career indicate that Barret
followed Dabney Minor's example and his own experience, working with either older
apprentices or with journeymen on a contract basis in order to save himself the labor of
training and raising young apprentices.
The size of the Barret household fluctuated significantly throughout the first half
of the nineteenth century. The family numbers stayed relatively stable, growing as Barret
and his wife Rebecca A. C. Sutton added children to their family. Son William Taylor
Barret and daughters Anne, Jane, Ellen, and Mary remained in the household through the
1830s, by which time many of them reached their majority and relocated to their own
households. The most significant addition to the Barret household after that was the
arrival of Barret's grandson, Linden Barret Waller. Ann Barret married Logan Waller
before her death in 1834, leaving behind a son who seems to have been raised in his
grandparents' home, as the Waller household included no white males below the age of
15 in the 1840 census.24
24 Barret and Sutton married on 22 February 1810. Barret, “Rev. Robert Barret...and his descendents...”
Virginia Historical Society. “Logan Waller” Year: 1840; Census Place: Richmond Ward 3, Henrico,
Virginia; Roll: 561; Page: 215; Image: 470; Family History Library Film: 0029687, Ancestry.com.
1840 United States Federal Census [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations,
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The remaining free white members of the Barret household offer a shifting picture
of Barret's labor needs and his willingness to train the next generation of building
tradesmen. As recorded in the 1810 census, the Barret household included four free
white men between ages 16 and 25 (Table 1). The age range for these men indicates that
they were either older apprentices or were journeymen hired in to assist Barret as he
continued to develop his shop. Barret expanded his white labor force significantly in the
next decade. The 1820 census taker found three free white males between ages 18 and
25, three more between ages 16 and 18, and a boy under 10 (Table 1). Barret nearly
doubled the size of his white labor force, either as a result of increased business
opportunities or in preparation for such opportunities. This mix of journeymen and older
apprentices would have been particularly useful as Barret began to expand into private
real estate development that took him all over Richmond during the 1810s. Given
Barret's seeming preference for avoiding young apprentices, the boy under 10 may have
been a relative taken in or another son who did not survive childhood.25
In 1830, Barret still resided in Monroe Ward, but oversaw a household almost half
the size it was a decade earlier (Table 2). Seven of the nine free whites were members of
Barret's immediate family. The other two were a white male between ages 20 and 29 and
a white female between ages 10 and 14. The former might have been a journeyman,
while the latter was probably a relative or a servant. The reduced household size likely
Inc., 2010.
25 “Anderson Barrett” Year: 1810; Census Place: Richmond, Richmond (Independent City), Virginia; Roll:
70; Page: 386; Image: 00732; Family History Library Film: 0181430 ; Ancestry.com. 1810 United
States Federal Census [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2010;
“Anderson Barrett” 1820 U S Census; Census Place: Richmond, Richmond (Independent City), Virginia;
Page: 169; NARA Roll: M33_131; Image: 186; Ancestry.com. 1820 United States Federal Census
[database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2010.
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reflected effects of the depression which Richmond suffered following the War of 1812.
Speculative demand drove property prices to between two and ten times their previous
assessments. The city's landscape changed as “steep hills were leveled or graded...and
new towns or extensions of the old were tacked on in every direction.” When payments
came due however, speculators found themselves short of specie and resold their
properties for half of what they had paid. The tax value of buildings was cut in half in
1819 and halved again in 1820. After this collapse, Richmond's development slowed to
almost a stand still. Between 1827 and 1835, new construction averaged just twenty-one
buildings a year, with ten as the nadir. Of these, most were dwellings erected in the
eastern suburbs where land was cheaper and taxes lower. Barret focused much of his
energies during the 1810s on privately developed real estate, leaving his household and
his business in financial straits as the economy toppled throughout the following
decade.26
Barret spent ten years rebuilding his business as Richmond recovered from its
economic depression and boosters began to laude the manufacturing potential of the city.
By 1840, the Barret household and labor force had grown back almost to the size it was
twenty years prior (Table 2). However, it was not necessarily a household designed for
industrial production. Ten of the twenty-one residents were listed as free whites, but that
number included only two young men between 15 and 19 who might have been useful to
26 “Anderson Baud [Anderson Barret]” 1830; Census Place: Richmond Monroe Ward, Richmond
(independent City), Virginia; Series: M19; Roll: 195; Page: 370; Family History Library Film:
0029674; Ancestry.com. 1830 United States Federal Census [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA:
Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2010; Barret, “Rev. Robert Barret...and his descendents...” Virginia
Historical Society; Samuel Mordecai, Richmond in By-Gone Days (Richmond, VA: George M. West,
1856), 219-220; Mary Winfield Scott, Houses of Old Richmond (Richmond, VA: Valentine Museum,
1941), 246-247, 270.
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Barret as he entered the last active decade of his career. Enslaved individuals made up
the remainder of the household, holding a slight majority of eleven. By this point, it is
plausible that Barret opted to use enslaved labor rather than apprentices or journeymen.
As an older man, enslaved laborers might have seemed less troublesome than apprentices
and could be purchased with well-developed skill sets.27
While Barret exhibited little interest in training the next generation of free white
builders, he made calculated use of the slave labor available to him. The 1810 census
recorded nineteen slaves living in the Barret household (Table 3). Since Rebecca Barret
was the only woman enumerated that year, at least some of these slaves were likely
women put to domestic labor, assisting with household chores and feeding a labor force
of approximately twenty. Ten years later, the Barrets owned eighteen slaves: three boys
under 14; seven males between ages 14 and 25; five girls under age 14; and three
females between 14 and 25. Not only does the sex ratio of the work force skew towards
gender parity, but the ages of the slaves skew fairly young. If Barret acquired his male
slaves in order to develop his own skilled work force, his laborers in 1820 would still be
learning their trades, making his constant supervision as shop master necessary to ensure
the creation of a consistent product. Of the seven white males over age 10 and the ten
enslaved men over age 14, however, the census taker noted that only eight were engaged
in manufactures, indicating that at least some of his labor force, whether enslaved or free,
was too young to fully participate in the building trades or had been put to other
occupations in order to supplement Barret's income.28
27 “Andrews Barrot [Anderson Barret]” Year: 1840; Census Place: Richmond Ward 3, Henrico, Virginia;
Roll: 561; Page: 211; Image: 462; Family History Library Film: 0029687; Ancestry.com. 1840 United
States Federal Census [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2010.
28 “Anderson Barrett” Year: 1810; Census Place: Richmond, Richmond (Independent City), Virginia; Roll:
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During the financial stresses of the 1820s recession, Barret divested himself of
some of his slaves to keep his personal economy intact. By 1830, he owned two enslaved
women, one under 10 and the other between 10 and 23 (Table 4). These two likely bore
the responsibility of carrying out various household chores, and may have been related to
the six male slaves Barret still owned. The demographics of this small group correlate
with what might be expected of an industrial labor force. Four of the six were still in
their prime working years, with two between the ages of 36 and 54 and the other two
between 10 and 23. This offered the possibility of parallel teams, in which the older
laborer was charged with educating the younger one. This also gave Barret the ability to
send these teams out on their own to work without his direct supervision, knowing that
the older craftsman would bear the responsibility of ensuring he executed the assigned
tasks in a workmanlike manner. The other two male slaves consisted of a boy under 10
and was a man over 55, who was likely a skilled worker beginning to slow in his
productive capacity, just as Anderson Barret at age 57 was.29
70; Page: 386; Image: 00732; Family History Library Film: 0181430 ; Ancestry.com. 1810 United
States Federal Census [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2010;
“Anderson Barrett” 1820 U S Census; Census Place: Richmond, Richmond (Independent City), Virginia;
Page: 169; NARA Roll: M33_131; Image: 186; Ancestry.com. 1820 United States Federal Census
[database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2010.
29 “Anderson Baud [Anderson Barret]” 1830; Census Place: Richmond Monroe Ward, Richmond
(independent City), Virginia; Series: M19; Roll: 195; Page: 370; Family History Library Film:
0029674; Ancestry.com. 1830 United States Federal Census [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA:
Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2010. Slaves frequently worked without direct supervision and away
from their masters in an urban setting. “Self-hire,” or the ability for a slave to chose the person who
hired him, often created social anxiety, as it created space for slaves to exercise agency and possibly
subvert the systems that kept them enslaved. See, for example: Catherine W. Bishir, “Urban Slavery at
Work: The Bellamy Mansion Compound, Wilmington, North Carolina” Buildings & Landscapes 17,
no. 2 (Fall 2010): 13-32; William A. Byrne, “The Hiring of Woodson, Slave Carpenter of Savannah”
The Georgia Historical Quarterly 77, no. 2 (Summer 1993): 245-263; Douglas R. Egerton, “Slaves to
the Marketplace: Economic Liberty and Black Rebelliousness in the Atlantic World” Journal of the
Early Republic 26, no. 4 (Winter 2006): 617-639; Peter C. Stewart, “The Shingle and Lumber
Industries in the Great Dismal” Journal of Forest History 25, no. 2 (April 1981): 98-107; Melvin
Patrick Ely, Israel on the Appomattox: A Southern Experiment in Black Freedom from the 1790s
Through the Civil War (New York: Vintage Books, 2004), 107-174; Douglas R. Egerton, Gabriel's
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Barret's financial situation stabilized by 1840 and he began to expand his holdings
again (Table 4). His eleven slaves included seven men: two under the age of 10, two
between 10 and 23, two between 24 and 35, and one between 36 and 54. Again, the
demographics indicate two teams of laborers that roughly follow an
apprentice/journeyman/master structure, overseen by one foreman. This would have
allowed Barret flexibility in assigning work loads and undertaking jobs at different
locations. It also would have built in a structure of responsibility and accountability,
wherein the oldest oversaw the teenagers and trained the children. Barret owned only
four female slaves, two between ages 24 and 35, one in her teens or early twenties, and
one under ten. Perhaps most interestingly, Barret also boarded a free black man in his
household. Somewhere between 24 and 35, this individual would have been of an age
appropriate to have mastered a trade. Alternately, he could have been a boarder taken in
to help fill out the family's finances as Barret began to age.30
By 1850, Barret's slave holdings dropped again. Nearing the end of his career, he
owned three women, aged 45, 35 and 12, as well as two men, aged 26 and 12, who may
have continued to carry out his contracts in the building trades (Table 4).31
Throughout his sixty-year career, Anderson Barret worked with a wide variety of
Rebellion: The Virginia Slave Conspiracies of 1800 & 1802 (Chapel Hill: The University of North
Carolina Press, 1993); Howard B. Rock, Paul A Gilje, and Robert Asher, eds., American Artisans:
Crafting Social Idenity, 1759-1850 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995); Jonathan
D. Martin, Divided Mastery: Slave Hiring in the American South (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 2004); Midori Takagi, “Rearing Wolves to Our Own Destruction” (Charlottesville: University
of Virginia Press, 1999); John J. Zaborney, Slaves for Hire: Renting Enslaved Laborers in Antebellum
Virginia (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2012).
30 “Andrews Barrot [Anderson Barret]” Year: 1840; Census Place: Richmond Ward 3, Henrico, Virginia;
Roll: 561; Page: 211; Image: 462; Family History Library Film: 0029687; Ancestry.com. 1840 United
States Federal Census [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2010.
31 “Anderson Barret” Ancestry.com. 1850 U.S. Federal Census - Slave Schedules [database on-line].
Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations Inc, 2004.
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men in the building trades. Some trained him, and some he trained. For the most part,
however, Barret did not take on the number of apprentices one might expect from a man
who built a successful career as a carpenter in a growing city. Whether this was due to a
personal preference for already trained laborers, a distaste for the responsibility of raising
teenage boys, or the availability of slave labor, Barret built a continuity of practice by
training or working with a select few, both free and enslaved, relying on them to execute
his orders across the city. This allowed him to maintain a high degree of supervision
over his workforce, which in turned ensured that he could secure his competence and his
reputation as a master craftsman.

Continuity Within The Capitol
As Anderson Barret worked throughout Richmond, he built continuity into the
city's fragmented building culture through both practice and product. At the smallest
scale, this entailed blending his own work with that of his predecessors when he
renovated or repaired spaces. When working across a genre, such as public buildings, he
preserved the architecture of the individual building as well as the markers that indicated
those structures were physical embodiments of the state. At the largest scale, his work
tied different buildings and neighborhoods throughout the city together, lending
continuity to Richmond's growing cityscape.
Barret spent a great deal of his career working on the Capitol. Following his
successful execution of two small contracts for railings there in 1797, Barret received a
variety of commissions for the building during the following years. He took advantage of

229

these opportunities to prove his ability to execute his trade in a workmanlike manner and
to work within the established aesthetic standards of the building. He carried out a
variety of work there during his career: repairing the Courtroom and General Court
offices, building a large book press for the Attorney General's office, making additional
unspecified repairs to the Capitol, and cleaning and painting the Capitol's window sashes.
Taking on these smaller jobs allowed Barret to emphasize his mastery of his craft relative
to his peers. His repairs had to blend into the surrounding material seamlessly, but
should be of a better quality so as not to need further repair work for some time. By
performing these repairs well, he situated himself within local building practices, and had
the opportunity to prove himself superior to his predecessors.32
While working at the Capitol, Barret further solidified his role as master builder
by successfully managing a labor force. A surviving account of Barret's work in the
Assembly Room reveals the breadth of skills Barret had at his command, whether his
own, that of hired journeymen, or that of skilled slaves. In late December, Barret billed
the Directors of Public Buildings for £212.3.0, which included charges for making 314
feet of fluted pilasters, seventy-four feet of paneled wainscoting, forty-eight lights sash,
258 feet of circular framing and flooring, 118 feet straight framing and flooring, setting
32 Alexander Quarrier Received of Anderson Barrett, 10 April 1797, Capitol Square Data, Library of
Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 27 July 1797, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 17761852, Accession 35356, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia, 42; William Hay to
Governor James Wood, 2 February 1798, Capitol Square Data, Records, 1776-1971, Library of
Virginia; Directors of Public Buildings to Governor James Wood, 5 February 1798, Capitol Square
Data, Records, 1776-1971, Library of Virginia. Throughout the winter of 1797-1798, Barret also
worked on the new shingle roof Dabney Minor was installing and took charge of selling off the old lead
from the roof of the Capitol. Virginia Council of State Minutes, 23 June 1798, Virginia Council of
State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia 231; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 31 July 1798,
Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia 231; Virginia Council of State
Minutes, 21 December 1798, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 38;
Virginia Council of State Minutes, 27 November 1798, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 19.

230

sashes into window frames, and making a platform for the speakers chair containing nine
steps, among several other tasks. It seems likely that Barret relied on skilled labor other
than his own to complete these jobs, but he made no mention of paying anyone other than
whitewasher John Lab. Enumerated enslaved or hired labor appears infrequently in
carpenter's accounts, even though it underpinned the ability of a single craftsmen to bid
for and complete large projects. Nevertheless, the variety of tasks indicates that Barret
had assistance, that assistance was as well-trained in building practices as he was, and all
of the craftsmen engaged in this work could execute it in such a way that it completed
and complemented the space rather than detracting from it.33
The amount of work Barret and his crew completed reveals the trade knowledge
and tools to which Barret had access. To complete the tasks named above, Barret and his
laborers needed a working knowledge of both carpentry and joinery. Given Virginia's
lack of skilled labor, the boundary between these two trades was fluid and often
traversed, depending on a client's needs and a craftsman's skills. These tasks required
particular sets of skills that had to be practiced within a range of tolerances. Framing
mortices, for example, were usually cut one inch wide by three inches deep for studs.
The sides of the mortice could flair out slightly without causing the tenoned stud to twist
or sway. In contrast, even a small deviation from plumb and true in a smaller mortice
causes the tenoned rail to twist, making it impossible for the other end to seat properly in
its mortice. To be able to produce a variety of sound carpentry and joinery work and
successfully integrate it in to a public space established Barret's mastery of his craft, his

33 The Directors of Public Buildings to Anderson Barret, 26 December 1797, Capitol Square Data, Library
of Virginia.
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mastery over a labor force, and his competence, while also creating a visually coherent
space within the Assembly Room.34
During the next two decades, Barret expanded his practice to include other state
buildings and other areas of Richmond (discussed below). After an extended absence
from the Capitol, Barret began re-establishing himself as the preferred contractor for that
site slowly, proving his abilities in bits and pieces. His only work in 1821 came in
November when he “engaged to have [the chimneys in the Capitol] all cleaned out as
well as the pipe of the stove in the Legislative Hall.” The Council of State did not record
what they paid him for this and “for other work done in the Capitol,” but the nineteen day
turn around between Bolling's report and the Council ordering payment indicates that
they were glad to have Barret back to work and wanted to ensure he stayed there. The
following year, Barret only repaired the presses in the Land Office for $75.50. Barret
disappeared from the records during 1823, but again undertook small jobs in 1824
including clearing out the chimneys in the Second Auditor's Office, and furnishing a
press for the Second Auditor. These commissions lacked the visible integration into the
standing structure that his previous work required, but they nevertheless served a larger
purpose. Through them, Barret regained his position as a preferred state contractor for
the Capitol.35
34 Carl Lounsbury, ed, An Illustrated Glossary of Early Southern Architecture and Landscape (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1994), 61, 194-195.
35 Blair Bolling to Governor Thomas Mann Randolph, Jr., 1 November 1821, Capitol Square Data,
Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 20 November 1821, Virginia Council of State,
Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 175; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 9 December 1822,
Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 186; Virginia Council of State
Minutes, 10 December 1824, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 250;
Virginia Council of State Minutes, 3 December 1823, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 246; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 18 December 1824, Virginia Council of
State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 7. Barret's first claim in 1823 was rejected because
“the number of days he claimed was employed, not being specified.” Though Barret had some standing
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Having reclaimed his role as a Capitol contractor, Barret began receiving highprofile commissions for the building that once again required him to integrate his work
into its extant fabric. The roof of the Capitol began leaking again in 1825, prompting
Blair Bolling to contact Barret directly for an estimate. Barret's estimate was both
thorough and cost effective:
Agreeable to your request I have examined the several things you named
as being necessary to the door on the roof of the Capitol and find that there
are four sashes to be hinged; the hinges and for them; six panes of 10 x 12
glass; and putting them in ; a door for the frame leading out on the roof;
the frame is perfectly good and only requires a small piece of copper on it
to prevent its leaking; all of which I will furnish and do for ten dollars. I
should be willing to take the plank &c on the roof at valuation in its
present situation and remove it in the fall when the balance would be paid;
it being too warm to attempt it during the summer.
Barret not only examined the leaking roof, but pinpointed the source of the problem as
leaking skylights. To replace them called upon a diverse array of trades: carpentry to
assess the frame, build the door, and install flashing; joinery to make and hang the sash;
and glaziery to set the lights. While boundaries between certain building trades still
remained relatively porous in this period, the diversity of labor Barret was willing to
undertake indicates that either he or his labor force were conversant in the various
techniques across trades and could execute a varied commission cost-effectively. The
Council of State agreed with both Barret's estimate and Bolling's recommendation and
gave Barret the contract.36
With Bollings' confidence in his work established, Barret again received
with the Council of State over the years, they were still willing to dismiss his charges for clerical errors.
36 This was not Dabney Minor's roof of 1797. The Capitol roof had been re-slated in the first decade of
the nineteenth century. Bolling complained about the roof annually, if not monthly, during his tenure as
Superintendent of Public Edifices. Anderson Barret to Blair Bolling, 28 May 1825, Capitol Square
Data, Library of Virginia; Blair Bolling to Governor James Pleasants, 2 July 1825, Capitol Square Data,
Library of Virginia.
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commissions that took him into the heart of government buildings. He spent the first six
months of 1825 altering and repairing both the Auditor's office and the Clerk of the
General Court's office. Apparently, his work in these offices was much admired, and a
few months later he was hired to alter the offices attached to the Court of Appeals.
Unfortunately, Barret's estimates for this work do not survive, so it is difficult to access
how extensively he renovated these rooms. Given the constant mention of leaking
windows and smoking chimneys that appear in Blair Bolling's monthly reports regarding
the state of the public buildings, the alterations requested likely made the renovated
rooms both more comfortable and more fashionable. This work allowed Barret to shift
the focus of his work slightly. In addition to repairing the rooms, which drew on his
usual skills as blending new and extant work, he had the opportunity to exhibit his
knowledge of fashionable finishes and designs. This gave Barret an additional revenue
stream in doing renovations, though it also required him to work carefully with the extant
building fabric so that the finishes and appearance might be updated without requiring
extensive alterations to the structure itself.37
When significant renovations were required, Barret undertook them at the order of
the state to ensure that the spaces remained fit for use. For example, he received
payments twice in 1841 “for carpenter's work” in the Capitol. In addition to doing
general repair work and making window caps, Barret also started construction on a new
37 Virginia Council of State Minutes, 25 June 1825, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 138; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 8 November 1825, Virginia Council of
State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 198. As Superintendent of Public Edifices, Blair
Bolling wrote monthly reports on the state of the public buildings and his attempts to maintain them in
the face of constant leaks, minor vandalism, disinterested keepers, and tight budgets. These letters can
be found in: Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records, 1776-1971, APA 655, State
Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
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room in the Capitol. He undertook far more work than the Council of State reviewed,
however. In addition to the above, he drastically renovated the rooms used by the
Committee of the Court of Justice. Though the exact nature of the work does not appear
in the records, it was extensive enough that executing it improperly “would have left the
windows in that room resting on its floor and which would have been extremely
inconvenient and uncomfortable to the occupants of the room, while its symmetry and
general appearance would have been deformed.” Barret also provided a new means of
warming the room, refinished two ceilings, and installed new weights for the windows.
Issues arose not with the quality of his work, but with the quantity of it. The General
Assembly appropriated only $75 to complete the renovations, assuming that an additional
$100 could be got by selling all the old bookcases and presses from that office.
Unfortunately, the sale raised only an additional $34. The $109 available did not meet
the original work estimate of $154, much less cover the additional work Barret put in to
make the chambers both sound and comfortable. It was necessary, in fact, to use the
whole fund just to replace the furniture. Unsure of his own income from this
commission, Barret nevertheless acted in what he thought was the best interest of the
state and “proceeded...to do the necessary repairs & fitted up the office in the very neat
manner which it now exhibits” at a total cost of $324.91. Unfortunately, this left Barret
begging the legislature to pay him the additional $215.91 owed him. Barret used two
approaches to conclude his argument: “that the work has been faithfully & neatly
executed” referenced his ability to execute his commission in a workmanlike manner,
ensuring the job was properly and safely done, and the claim “that his charges [were]
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moderate” gave comparative monetary value to his work.38
Coming near the end of his career as a carpenter, this commission best embodies
the depth of Barret's skills as a carpenter. Necessary repairs balanced against neatly
finished spaces to create a room that was both functional and pleasing. Such work
required him to tie new pieces into the existing structure, while maintaining the stability
of both and the geometry of the room. Realistically, none of the men who served on the
Committee of the Court of Justice would interact with these structural retrofits.
Nevertheless, executing them competently was necessary in order to keep the surface
finishes such as the new ceilings in good condition and to maintain the aesthetic of the
chamber. While Barret worked to ensure that the room would not be “deformed” in any
way, he also had to keep in mind how his new renovations functioned within the Capitol
as a whole. Much like his previous work in the building, these extensive renovations had
to fit the stately and dignified purposes and appearance of the building in which they
existed.
Creating a coherent aesthetic within a single building brought challenges and
triumphs. Barret consistently had to be aware of how his work integrated into both the
extant structure and the appearance of the building. In cases of simple repairs, this could
be solved by carrying out his commissions in a workmanlike manner. When he received
larger repair or renovation commissions, the situation became more difficult to navigate.
38 Virginia Council of State Minutes, 17 August 1841, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 80; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 28 December 1841, Virginia Council of
State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 157; Warrant: Anderson Barret, 29 June 1841, Capitol
Square Data, Library of Virginia; Warrant: Anderson Barret, 4 August 1841, Capitol Square Data,
Library of Virginia; Barret, Anderson: Petition, Richmond (City), 27 January 1842, Legislative
Petitions Digital Collection, Library of Virginia; Warrant: Anderson Barret, 28 March 1841, Capitol
Square Data, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 26 June 1844, Virginia Council of
State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 51.
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Changing interior design preferences brought steady business, but had to be executed in
such a way that they updated a room without, as Barret described it, deforming the space.
Anderson Barret's work had to fit within many existing layers at the Capitol: within the
structural or design elements immediately surrounding it, within the context of a defined
space or room, and within the building as whole. As he learned to balance these various
components at the Capitol, he began to do the same at other public buildings as well.

Continuity and Public Buildings
Working within a genre of buildings presented many of the same challenges to
creating a coherent aesthetic that working within a single building did. Barret's work had
to harmonize with the extant material surrounding it, while simultaneously functioning as
a practical repair. Working on a variety of public buildings enabled Barret to create and
reinforce visual relationships among structures that did not stand in close proximity, but
all served state functions. As he worked at the Capitol, the Penitentiary, the Governor's
House, the Public Guard's barracks, and the Manufactory of Arms, Barret helped produce
and maintain the visual cues that marked each of these as a state-owned building and
thereby created an aesthetic that tied the structures together while simultaneously letting
each maintain its own architectural identity.
Gaining official recognition as a state contractor in 1797 proved lucrative for
Barret and the various commissions he received took him throughout Richmond,
spreading both his practical and his aesthetic influence. As the Capitol reached
completion, Barret focused his energies on the Penitentiary, the Governor's House, and
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the barracks for the Public Guard. In the course of completing work on these buildings,
Barret ranged from Shockoe Hill to Oregon Hill and back (Figure 28). Though this
encompassed a relatively small portion of Richmond, it nevertheless took Barret into the
most important buildings in the city, and secured his influence over the shape of
Virginia's public buildings.
Between September 1799 and March 1806, Barret worked almost exclusively on
public buildings. During that period, he undertook a variety of jobs both large and small.
He worked at the Capitol and supplied materials “for fitting up the Roof as an Arsenal.”
Barret returned to the Penitentiary once again to measure and value the centers made
there, hauled sand and lime to the Public Guard's barracks, and cleaned the chimney flue
in the Chancery offices. In December 1800, he proposed “to [execute] the Carpenters
work in the House intended for the residence of the Keeper of the Penitentiary” and the
Council of State accepted. Apparently impressed with his work, John Clarke engaged
him to “furnish the requisite materials and build the wooden enclosure for the
Penitentiary building lately directed by the Executive.” Each of these commissions
enhanced the buildings in some way, whether by creating new usable spaces, facilitating
the creation of new building fabric, or securing the comfort of the building's users. This
work, executed to Barret's own quality standards, created a benchmark to which other
work on state buildings could be compared. Perhaps more importantly, Barret's work at
these buildings kept them in good repair, creating the appearance of solid structures
supported by a solid state government.39
39 Virginia Council of State Minutes, 10 October 1801, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 103; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 26 September 1801, Virginia Council of
State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 89; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 28 December
1799, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 46; Virginia Council of State
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While much of Barret's work maintained the architectural markers of state
buildings, his greatest contribution to creating a coherent aesthetic among state buildings
came in 1799 when he began a significant renovation of the Governor's House. The
dwelling and lot on which Barret worked was the first property purpose-bought to house
the Governor of Virginia. Some time before the 27 June 1783, the commonwealth
purchased a tenement and four lots on Shockoe Hill for the use as the governor's
residence. Samuel Mordecai described it as “a very plain wood building of two stories,
with only two moderate sized rooms on the first floor...for many years unconscious of
paint.” The building would be retrofitted and renovated several times before it was
deemed uninhabitable in 1811 and torn down. Between September 1799 and the end of
1805, Barret executed £405.4 worth of repairs to the Governor's House and to the
outbuildings that stood on the lot. The surviving accounts for some of Barret's work on
the first Governor's House reveal both the extent and the diversity of the work he
undertook.40
As one of the several carpenters who worked in the space during the thirty years it
Minutes, 10 April 1802, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 211;
Virginia Council of State Minutes, 28 January 1800, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 68; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 20 December 1800, Virginia Council of
State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 320; John Clarke to Governor John Page, 4 June 1803,
John Page Executive Papers, 1802-1805, Library of Virginia.
40 Thomas Jefferson, the first governor to reside in the city, rented a dwelling from Colonel Thomas
Turpin. William Seale, Virginia's Executive Mansion: A History of the Governor's House (Richmond:
Citizens Advisory Council for Interpreting and Furnishing the Executive Mansion by the Virginia State
Library and Archives, 1988), 5-12; Journal of the House of Delegates of the Commonwealth of
Virginia, (Thomas W. White: Richmond, Virginia, 1828), 92,
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/uiug.30112003597330; Mordecai, Richmond in By-Gone Days, 73; Virginia
Council of State Minutes, 9 December 1800, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of
Virginia, 311; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 7 Feburary 1801, Virginia Council of State, Journals,
1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 348; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 13 March 1802, Virginia
Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 199; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 20
April 1805, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 292; Virginia Council
of State Minutes, 10 May 1805, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia,
300.

239

was used as the Governor's House, Barret dealt with a number of issues left behind,
intentionally or not, by previous craftsmen. In 1799, he began a full scale renovation of
the house: putting in new windows, installing two sets of double architraves on the
drawing room doors and making a chimney piece for the same room, putting up Venetian
blinds and shutters, painting, whitewashing, and hanging paper. These surface finishes
brought the rooms up to a fashionable appearance, as befitted state chambers. However,
they also highlighted Barret's ability to understand architectural trends and match
aesthetics to structure in a workmanlike manner. While the finish work would certainly
be the most eye catching, the structural work on the building better showcased Barret's
knowledge of construction practices and his ability to blend his work into that which
already existed in the house. He and his crew built in three partition walls, and then
lathed, plastered, and whitewashed them, before installing doors in them. This was all
fairly standard carpenters' work, but in this context it had to be done in such a way that it
enhanced, rather than disrupted, the spaces already there.41
Barret's renovations at the Governor's House brought some degree of architectural
consistency to the state buildings at Capitol Square. While the Capitol retained its red
brick exterior until 1798, the governor's residence could stand similarly “unconscious of
paint” without seeming out of place. Once the Capitol's exterior received its finishes, the
Governor's House likely seemed unnecessarily provincial and unbefitting the individual
elected to lead the young state. Barret's renovations brought the Governor's House up to
date, making it both fashionable and appropriately styled for a state residence. Whether

41 The Commonwealth of Virginia to Anderson Barret, 7 February 1801, Capitol Square Data, Library of
Virginia.
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at home or at work, the governor of Virginia occupied spaces that reflected both ancient
roots of Virginia's government and its place in the modern world.
Though the updated finishes and new interior spaces made the Governor's House
a visually modern space, the structure itself suffered from neglect. Barret's extensive
renovations triggered interest in the overall condition of the buildings on the Governor's
House property, resulting in a joint committee between the House of Delegates and the
Senate to survey the state of the property. The committee found all the houses except an
outhouse were in considerable want of repairs. “The dwelling house in particular, [was]
so conditioned...to be unsafe as a residence,” with cracks running through the bricks in
one wall, the foundation decaying, and “the chimneys secured by irons bars made fast to
the wooden part of the building.” At the committee's invitation, Barret submitted an
estimate for the necessary repairs, which totaled a very reasonable £171.4, and included
painting the dwelling inside and out, repairing its roof, weatherboarding and shingling the
office, and laying several brick floors in buildings throughout the property. Interestingly,
Barret proposed largely cosmetic repairs, rather than structural ones. The new roof
would certainly help protect the structural integrity of the dwelling, as would replacing
weatherboarding on the office. However, Barret did not offer to stabilize the foundation
or to repoint the chimneys, indicating that he was willing to commit to work he knew he
could execute well and would further tie the Governor's House to other state buildings,
but was comfortable leaving more challenging tasks to someone else. Whether the House
of Delegates failed to notice this omission or whether they ignored it, they appropriated
six hundred dollars to repair the Governor's House and lot. Barret worked solely on the
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Governor's House for the first five months of 1806 and received three payments for
repairs to the Governor's House, totaling seven hundred dollars. The Council of State
paid the sum without complaint.42 Despite Barret's renovations, the building was
demolished in 1811 and replaced with a new residence built by carpenter Christopher
Tompkins.
When he returned to government contract work in the 1820s, Barret continued to
undertake a mix of large and small jobs, though he never again did such extensive work
as he did at the Governor's House. At the Capitol, he renovated the apartments attached
to the Court of Appeals with A. Bargamin and repaired the skylight and the trap door in
the roof once again. He made a quick trip over to the Governor's House in April 1826 to
“cut into one of the flues of a chimney...in three different places & [clear] the same.”
Barret's only commissions for the state during 1827 involved doing “sundry work around
the Capitol,” for a total of $46.46. He replaced a brick floor with a plank one at the
Armory and installed screens in the arches under the Capitol steps. The last earned him
his highest wage of the year, $61.50. Occasionally, state work took Barret away from
Capitol Square into other parts of the city, such as when he completed sundry repairs to
the public warehouse in 1832. This one was of only two commissions Barret undertook
for the state that year, likely because the warehouse needed extensive repairs, judging by
42 The bars mentioned in the committee report may be the same bars Barret installed previously. Though
brick floors are not as complicated as brick construction, this also indicates that Barret had access to
someone with knowledge of bricklaying, possibly a slave he owned. Journal of the House of Delegates
of the Commonwealth of Virginia (Richmond: Samuel Pleasants, Jr., 1806), 75, Early American
Imprints, Series II: Shaw-Shoemaker, 1801-1819; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 15 February 1806,
Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 400; Virginia Council of State
Minutes, 5 March 1806, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 407;
Virginia Council of State Minutes, 20 January 1807, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 319; Warrant: Anderson Barret, 1 March 1806, Capitol Square Data, Library of
Virginia; Warrant: Anderson Barret, 10 May 1806, Capitol Square Data, Library of Virginia; The
Commonwealth of Virginia to Anderson Barret, 7 June 1806, Capitol Square Data, Library of Virginia.
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the $369.60 he earned for his labors. This pattern continued through the next two years.
Barret picked up odd jobs from the state once or twice a year, such as building steps for
the new entrance to Capitol Square or building presses for the Auditor's office. These
repair and maintenance commissions helped preserve both the physical structures and the
architectural makers that denoted the buildings' statuses as official state structures, and
thereby perpetuated a coherent aesthetic among the buildings.43
This greatest challenge Barret faced as he worked to create or retain architectural
resonance among state buildings was the most humble building he worked on: the public
privy on Capitol Square. Constructed in 1818, the privy became a plague on Blair
Bolling's campaign to keep all state buildings in good order. The structure sat atop a
culvert meant to remove the refuse from Capitol Square (Figure 29) . The culvert
collapsed on occasion until it was lined with pipes to facilitate the water flow, which then
leaked, broke, or rotted just as often. Worse, however, was the near-constant vandalism

43 Virginia Council of State Minutes, 14 March 1826, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 77; Blair Bolling to Governor Thomas Mann Randolph, Jr., 3 April 1826, Capitol
Square Data, Library of Virginia; The Commonwealth of Virginia to Anderson Barret, April 1826,
Capitol Square Data, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 17 July 1827, Virginia
Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 167; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 1
December 1827, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 238; Blair Bolling
to Governor John Floyd, 4 February 1831, Capitol Square Data, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council
of State Minutes, 26 March 1831, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia,
252; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 18 June 1831, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 62. In 1831 he also covered the desks in the Auditor's office and the Land Office,
installed new flooring in the Treasury office and in the entrance to the Auditor's office, and built
packing boxes for the Auditor's Office. Virginia Council of State Minutes, 29 April 1831, Virginia
Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 24; Virginia Council of State Minutes,7
December 1831, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 159; Virginia
Council of State Minutes, 14 March 1832, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of
Virginia, 237. His second commission “for sundry work done for the Auditor's office” was advised to
be paid, though no amount was recorded in the Council of State Journals. Virginia Council of State
Minutes, 30 June 1832, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 82;
Virginia Council of State Minutes, 7 June 1834, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library
of Virginia, 49; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 6 August 1835, Virginia Council of State, Journals,
1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 106.
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the structure itself suffered. Barret stepped in to repair the privy as best he could in 1834,
though the records the capture his $26.90 payment neglect to mention what he did.44
Two years later, Barret was brought in to help remedy a situation gone terribly
wrong. Bolling complained that, “since the opening of an entrance into the square near
the Museum, which has rendered it so convenient to that part of the town that is a place
of common resort for persons of all descriptions whose olfactory nerves are capable of
sustaining the shock.” Bolling offered two solutions, either stop up that entrance to the
square during the summer or “enclose the Establishment with a high plank fence, and
have a door of entrance made to it with a strong lock and a key furnished for the use of
each of the Public Offices at the Capitol.” Given Barret's $37.84 payment “for work
done by him at the Capitol and public privy on the Capitol Square,” it seems likely that
Barret erected the fence and saved the public officers working in the Capitol from any
further olfactory offense. This quick fix did not require Barret to embark on a lengthy
renovation project, but it nonetheless brought the privy into accord with the near-by
Capitol and Governor's House by disguising the structure behind an orderly facade that
44 Craig S. Moore, “A Brief History of the Public Privy on Capitol Square,” Virginia Memory, 12 January
2011, http://www.virginiamemory.com/blogs/out_of_the_box/2011/01/12/a-brief-history-of-the-publicprivy-on-capitol-square/; Blair Bolling to Governor William Giles, 16 March 1828, Virginia
Commandant of the Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, Accession 36717, State Records Collection,
Library of Virginia; Blair Bolling to Governor William Giles, 25 August 1828, Capitol Square Data,
Library of Virginia; Blair Bolling to Governor John Floyd, 1 November 1830, Capitol Square Data,
Library of Virginia; Blair Bolling to Governor John Floyd, 11 November 1830, Capitol Square Data,
Library of Virginia; Blair Bolling to Governor John Floyd, 1 February1831, Capitol Square Data,
Library of Virginia; Blair Bolling to Governor John Floyd, 1 April 1831 Capitol Square Data, Library
of Virginia; Blair Bolling to Governor John Floyd, 5 April 1831, Capitol Square Data, Library of
Virginia; Blair Bolling to Governor John Floyd, 3 May1831, Capitol Square Data, Library of Virginia;
Blair Bolling to Governor John Floyd, 30 July 1832, Capitol Square Data, Library of Virginia; Blair
Bolling to Governor John Floyd, 22 August 1832, Capitol Square Data, Library of Virginia; Blair
Bolling to Governor Wyndham Robertson, 9 May 1836, Capitol Square Data, Library of Virginia; Blair
Bolling to Governor David Campbell, 21 October 1839 Capitol Square Data, Library of Virginia;
Virginia Council of State Minutes, 19 July 1834, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 68.
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blended into the surrounding environment.45
As he worked at the Capitol, the Manufactory of Arms, and the Penitentiary,
Anderson Barret maintained the architectural language in which those structures had been
built and which expressed to viewers and visitors that they were public buildings. By
keeping them in good repair, Barret also enabled the state to express a sense of wellordered permanence. Just as the buildings which housed state functions stood strong, so
too would Virginia. When buildings existed outside this aesthetic, Barret either
renovated them in order to bring them into line with other state buildings, such as he did
with the Governor's House, or hid them, as with the public privy. In either case, his work
helped to create a coherent aesthetic among state buildings that captured a desire for both
order and fashion.

Continuity Across the City
While Anderson Barret spent the majority of his career as a state contractor, he
also worked on private commissions and developed real estate independently. This work
took him into the commercial heart of Richmond, as well as into its farthest suburbs. As
he expanded his sphere of influence to include other genres of buildings, Barret also
inadvertently bound different parts of Richmond together through architecture, producing
continuity within the cityscape. Additionally, by working on residential and private
properties, Barret put these structures into a conversation with the larger state buildings,
and ultimately helped create a built environment that reflected Richmond's growing
45 Blair Bolling to Governor Wyndham Robertson, 9 May 1836, Capitol Square Data, Library of Virginia;
Virginia Council of State Minutes, 17 June 1836, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 44.
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prominence as a leader of Southern culture.46
Anderson Barret leveraged the professional prestige he earned through public
service to begin developing real estate privately. He began modestly, purchasing a piece
of land in Richmond from Samuel McGraw in 1800. In need of money in 1806, Barret
mortgaged the property to secure a $2,400 debt to Gallego, Richard & Company. By that
time, the property included a spring and a large brick yard and Barret was in the midst of
constructing a large brick dwelling on it as well. The spring likely supplied the water
necessary to tread the clay into a usable consistency on site, and a brick yard on the
property followed Virginia's building tradition of digging and firing bricks on the same or
on a close property to where they were going to be used. If the building was under
construction in April, when the mortgage was dated, Barret either over-extended himself
the previous year and left the building unfinished during the winter, or needed an influx
of cash to start paying skilled craftsmen to begin constructing the brick house. In either
case, he followed the seasonal traditions of when to build and when to wait – and the
Virginia tradition of being in debt. Perhaps more importantly, by breaking away from a
reliance on public contracts, Barret began to exert his influence in the private sector and
in other areas of the city.47
Barret exercised that influence as much as he could, purchasing, developing, and

46 Blaine A. Brownell and David Goldfield, eds. The City in Southern History: The Growth of Urban
Civiliazation in the South (Port Washington, NY: Kennikat Press, 1971); David Goldfield, Region,
Race, and Cities: Interpreting the Urban South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press,
1997); Gregg D. Kimball American City, Southern Place: A Cultural History of Antebellum Richmond
(Athens, GA: University of George Press, 2000).
47 Barret also mortgaged two slaves to secure this debt. The document identifies bordering properties, but
gives no street names or lot numbers. I have not been able to determine this parcel's location. Deed:
Anderson Barrett to Charles Copland Rene and Gallego, Richard, & Co., 10 April 1806, City of
Richmond Records, Hustings Deeds No. 4, 1804-1806, Land Records, Library of Virginia, 491.
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reselling lots throughout Richmond for much of the following decade. On 6 September
1809, Barret made his first foray into large scale property development, purchasing five
lots in the DuVal's Addition neighborhood for £700 (Figure 30) . Lots 25 and 26 sat on
the west side of First Street between DuVal and Baker Streets. The other three lots,
numbers 47, 48, and 49, sat on the east side of St. James Street, from the south side of
Charity Street to half-way down the block from Baker Street. This put Barret briefly in
control of property amounting to two and half acres in total, as he sold Lot 47 to John
Walker the same day for £120. Six months later, in February 1810, Barret sold Lots 25
and 26 for a total of five hundred dollars. Both the short possession time and the low
sales price indicate that the lots were unimproved and likely disposed of as a means to
provide himself with more ready cash in order to begin building speculatively. Having
freed up some capital, Barret began developing the remaining properties he held. Lot 49
sold in April 1811, along “with the appurtenances thereunto belonging” for $325. Unlike
the previous property transfers, the mention of appurtenances indicates that Barret
developed this property to some degree, as does the elevated price. A few years later, in
1815, Barret sold his final holding in DuVal's Addition. Lot 48 was likely also
developed, as it sold for $340.48
48 Deed: David Bullock to Anderson Barret, 6 September, 1809, City of Richmond Records, Hustings
Deeds No. 5, 1807-1810, Land Records, Library of Virginia, 544-545; F. W. Beers, Illustrated atlas of
the city of Richmond, Va. [Richmond, Va.: F. W. Beers, 1877] Map. Retrieved from the Library of
Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/2005630891/. (Accessed July 26, 2016.); Deed: Anderson Barret
to John Walker, 6 September, 1809, City of Richmond Records, Hustings Deeds No. 5, 1807-1810,
Land Records, Library of Virginia, 499-500; Deed: Anderson Barret to John Brown, 9 February 1810,
Deed: David Bullock to Anderson Barret, 6 September, 1809, City of Richmond Records, Hustings
Deeds No. 5, 1807-1810, Land Records, Library of Virginia, 593-594. Using the rough conversion rate
of three dollars to a pound that appears in other documents of this time, Barret sold these two lots for
approximately £167. Having sold half his property in DuVal's addition for £287, Barret recouped less
than half of his initial investment. Deed: Anderson Barret to Macon Green, 8 April 1811, City of
Richmond Records, Hustings Deeds No. 7, 1811-1813, Land Records, Library of Virginia, 421-422.
The development of this property might have ben the end point for Barret's purchase of £40.16 worth of
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In addition to the lots in DuVal's Addition, Barret bought and sold lots
throughout the city, parlaying the profits from residential developments into commercial
ones. In October 1809, Barret and John Price sold Lot 690 for $4,000. At the northeast
corner of Second and Marshall Streets, this lot and its appurtenances sat along the old
boundary of Richmond and Coutts' Addition, a fashionable – but more affordable –
neighborhood adjacent to Court End (Figure 30). Late in October 1809, Barret reinvested
his portion of profits from the Lot 690 sale into the purchase of a partial lot “below the
six buildings lately erected by [David] Bullock, from his lower tenement on Cary Street
to the street that runs to shockoe warehouse.” This put Barret's parcel in the block
bounded by Cary Street to the north, Canal Street to the south, and Twelfth and
Thirteenth Streets on either side (Figure 30). This block sat between the canal basin and
Shockoe Warehouse. Developing commercial property here would certainly have led to
a profitable investment, as it offered a space convenient for storage and manufacturing.
Three years after the purchase, Barret insured a lumber house on that parcel for $7,000.
The building was a substantial one: built of brick with a slate roof, two stories, and 150
feet long by 58 feet wide. This offered potential clients approximately seventeen
thousand square feet of useable space. Unfortunately, the building occupied an odd place
in the block. It filled the lower half of the center, and, as the insurance policy noted, was

lumber from Reuben and Alexander George in 1808. George & Alex. George Acct in Copartnership, 1
March 1813, Henrico County Records, Will Book No. 4, 1809-1815, County Records, Library of
Virginia, 276-283. Deed: Anderson Barret to Curtis Carter, City of Richmond Records, Hustings
Deeds No. 10, 1815-1816, Land Records, Library of Virginia, 51-2. While Barret made money on
individual properties, he lost money over the course of his investment. He purchased five lots for £700
in 1809, and six years later had divested himself of all them, for a collective £120 and $1,165. Again,
assuming a three-to-one conversion ratio, the properties earned Barret approximately £508, equating to
an almost £200 loss on his investment.
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surrounded by other buildings, making it difficult to access (Figure 31).49
Whatever financial success Barret had with his lumber house, this building
signaled Barret's growing presence in Richmond's built environment. Presuming Barret
oversaw the construction of his lumber house, it was a new genre of building, moving
him from a man who worked on monumental public architecture to one associated with
commercial architecture as well. In addition to increasing his portfolio, this property
moved Barret further south than he had ever before worked. His influence now stretched
from the northern-most suburbs of the city to Capitol Square to the city's docks, and that
helped create consistent practice across different portions of the city and across different
building types.
A new development opportunity offered itself in 1813. David Bullock registered
a deed of trust against Barret on 2 April 1810, requiring Barret to put “all the lots in the
City of Richmond which the said Anderson Barret purchased of J. A. Chevallie...being
three in number” in trust to Charles Smith and Frederick Harris to secure a debt. By
December 1813, Barret satisfied his obligations to Bullock, who then released Barret's
properties on Block 21 in Coutts' Addition, bounded by Leigh Street on the south, DuVal
49 Deed: James Anthony and Anderson Barret to John F. Price, 9 October 1809, City of Richmond
Records, Hustings Deeds No. 5, 1807-1810, Land Records, Library of Virginia, 600-602; F. W. Beers,
Illustrated atlas of the city of Richmond, Va. [Richmond, Va.: F. W. Beers, 1877] Map. Retrieved from
the Library of Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/2005630891/. (Accessed July 26, 2016.); Deed:
David Bullock to Anderson Barret, 20 October 1809, City of Richmond Records, Hustings Deeds No. 5,
1807-1810, Land Records, Library of Virginia, 542; Mutual Assurance Society of Virginia, Policy 281,
25 February 1812, Mutual Assurance Society of Virginia, Declarations and Reevaluations of Assurance,
1796-1872, Library of Virginia. For at least a short time, Barret also insured a brick dwelling house on
Main Street between Fourteenth and Fifteenth Streets. The building was noted as “occupied by Messrs.
Crane and Barret.” The building was a medium size, 46 by 21 ½ feet. This may have been a structure
built as a tenement and used by Crane and Barret as bachelor quarters before Barret married his wife
Rebecca in 1810. There is no extant documentation of the purchase or sale of this property beyond the
insurance policy, making it difficult to determine what role it played in Barret's career.Mutual
Assurance Society of Virginia, Policy 974, 22 December 1809, Mutual Assurance Society of Virginia,
Declarations and Reevaluations of Assurance, 1796-1872, Library of Virginia.
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Street on the north, and Sixth and Seventh Streets to either side. Barret immediately
began developing them, first for his own needs and eventually for sale. In early February
1814, Barret registered the sale of a lot “on a part of which stands the dwelling house
now occupied by the said Nathaniel Sheppard, which said...lot of land is back of, and
adjoining that lot on which he the said Anderson Barret now lives.” Sheppard's lot
stretched 141 feet, 6 inches along Sixth Street, with a matching depth, ending at the
property line of Reverend John D. Blair. These lots on Block 21 put Barret within
proximity of some highly respectable citizens, possibly both reflecting and bolstering his
reputation in the city.50
Barret continued to invest in and develop properties throughout Richmond for the
next several years. In June 1814, he purchased Lots 17 and 18 in Adams Valley (Figure
30). This took him to the eastern side of Shockoe Creek, and into the suburbs north of
Union Hill. The following year, Barret bought an additional piece of property on Sixth
Street from David Bullock. The association between the two remained a pleasant one,
and allowed Barret to extend his holdings in Coutts' Addition. Since Bullock's land
adjoined a parcel on which Barret built a stable, Barret was likely either looking to build
a residence on the property or to erect additional support buildings for the stable property.
In late November 1817, Barret sold another parcel of Lot 21 to Joseph Sheppard, which
included Barret's residence (Figure 32).51
50 Deed of Trust Release: Charles Smith, Frederick Harris, and Anderson Barret, 14 December 1813, City
of Richmond Records, Hustings Deeds No. 9, 1814-1815, Land Records, Library of Virginia, 121-123;
Deed: Anderson Barret to Nathaniel Sheppard, 2 February 1814, City of Richmond Records, Hustings
Deeds No. 8, 1813-1814, Land Records, Library of Virginia, 563-566.
51 Deed: Carter Page and John Gamble to Anderson Barret, 3 June 1814, City of Richmond Records,
Hustings Deeds No. 11, 1816, Land Records, Library of Virginia, 331-332; Deed: David Bullock to
Anderson Barret, 25 September 1815, City of Richmond Records, Hustings Deeds No. 14, 1817-1818,
Land Records, Library of Virginia, 323-325; Deed: Anderson Barret to Joseph Sheppard 11 November
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Barret continued to actively develop his remaining properties on Block 21, as
evidenced by two insurance policies issued for his holdings there. Barret insured a brick
dwelling house in April 1818, specifying that it sat “between my wooden work shop on
the North East and the property of Nathaniel Sheppard on the South West, [blank] street
on the North West, and the property of John D. Blair on the South East.” The house was
both unoccupied and unfinished, the only property description being that the building had
brick walls two stories high and was covered with shingles. Three months later, Barret
reinsured the finished property for $7,000, double its original value just a few weeks
earlier. Though still unoccupied, the second policy gives a clearer indication of the house
as it stood: “A dwelling house, walls of brick 40 by 35 feet, 2 stories high, covered with
shingles – this house is plastered outside.” This house stood squarely within the evolving
of aesthetics of Richmond's building culture. Constructed of familiar materials, the
dwelling likely followed a center passage floor plan, with formal rooms flanking the
passage and family rooms above stairs. The exterior plaster lent it a clean, polished look
that fit within the Federal aesthetic in the early republic. Certainly not as ornate as other
structures built at this time, it nevertheless would have been part of the same visual
conversation as the recently finished Wickham House and Monumental Church. Without
any extant structures that can be definitively traced back to Barret's hand, there is no base
for comparison as to whether this represented Barret's general standards of building or
was exceptional. He did like it well enough, however, to use it as his residence for the
1817, City of Richmond Records, Hustings Deeds No. 15, 1818-1819, Land Records, Library of
Virginia, 25-27; Mary Wingfield Scott, Old Richmond Neighborhoods, (Richmond: William Byrd
Press, 1975), 331-332. Scott claims Barret bought the lot that sat on the northeast corner of Sixth and
Leigh in 1804 and resided in a frame structure there for some time before he relocated to the house on
the north west corner, where he lived out his days.
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next forty years (Figure 33).52
As the decade progressed, Barret continued to invest in speculative real estate
development in Coutt's Addition. In 1818, Barret was indebted to Thomas Price for the
collective sum of $4,811, held in two negotiable notes and due in October that year.
Barret used one of his Block 21 lots to secure the debt and put the property in trust of his
neighbors Nathaniel Sheppard and Joseph Price. He successfully paid off the debt, large
though it was, only to sell the same lot to Thomas Price six months later for $8,000
(Figure 34). The parcel was smaller than the one Barret sold Sheppard years early,
having only a ninety-four foot frontage along Sixth Street and running 132 feet to John D.
Blair's property line. The property included a “new brick tenement lately erected thereon
by Barret” that may have driven up the price given its rental and income potential. This
is the last documented property purchase or sale for Barret, and it proved a prudent
measure. Following the War of 1812, Richmond's real estate market boomed as
speculators anticipated post-war growth for the city. New blocks were gridded, and lots
advertised, but by 1820 the bubble burst, leaving speculators owing far more than their
parcels were worth. Whether by precognition, luck, or exhaustion, Barret exited the real
52 Mutual Assurance Society of Virginia, Policy 1090, 4 April 1818, Mutual Assurance Society of
Virginia, Declarations and Reevaluations of Assurance, 1796-1872, Library of Virginia; Mutual
Assurance Society of Virginia, Policy 2563, 14 July 1818, Mutual Assurance Society of Virginia,
Declarations and Reevaluations of Assurance, 1796-1872, Library of Virginia. For almost every year a
business directory was published for Richmond, Barret reports his address as variation of “corner of L
[or Leigh] & 6th sts.” He also lists his occupation as a carpenter throughout the directories. The
Richmond Directory, Register, and Almanac, for 1819 (Richmond: John Maddox, 1819), 35: “north
end of 6th.” Ellyson's Richmond Directory and Business Reference Book Carefully Arranged for 184546 (Richmond: H. K. Ellyson, 1846), 79: “n. 7th st. above Leigh st.” Montague's Richmond Directory
and Business Advertiser for 1850-1851 (Richmond: William M. Montague, 1851), 60: “w.s. 6Th, N. of
Leigh.” The Richmond Directory and Business Advertiser, for 1852 (Richmond: William L. Montague,
1852), 20: “w.s. 6Th, n. Leigh.” Butter's Richmond Directory for 1855 (Richmond: H. K. Ellyson,
1855), 23: “w.s. 6Th, n. of Leigh.” The Richmond Directory and Business Advertiser, for 1856,
(Richmond: H. K. Ellyson, 1856), 58: “w.s. 6Th, n. of Leigh.” Barret does not appear ing the 1845
Ellyson's Business Directory. Ellyson's Business Directory, and Almanac, for 1845 (Richmond: H. K.
Ellyson, 1845).
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estate market at the right time, and in doing so maintained the economic independence of
his household.53
Though he no longer developed real estate privately after this period, Barret did
occasionally work on private commissions. Throughout the 1830s, Barret spent much of
his time working for Alice G. Williams, the widow of lawyer William Clayton Williams.
The Williams residence sat at the corner of Marshall and Fifth Streets, putting it on the
western edge of the prestigious Court End neighborhood and just three blocks from the
home of Justice John Marshall. Performing his work competently here put it directly in
the path of other Richmond elites who might come to call on Mrs. Williams and
subsequently seek his services. In his first account with Mrs. Williams, Barret
enumerated several jobs that seem small, but nonetheless enhanced both the comfort and
the stability of the structures. He re-shingled the porch and built new steps for it. The
kitchen received a substantial external renovation, with new shingles, repaired
weatherboarding, and two new four light windows. In the house, he installed new carpet
in the front hall, new locks, and new shutters, and reglazed some of the window sash.
Apparently, Barret's work satisfied Alice Williams, because he returned several times
over the next five years. Though Barret's payments only ranged between $4.16 and
$53.25, the exposure to other elite clients may have enticed him to continue working for
Mrs. Williams. These renovations likely brought the house up to date and created a more
fashionable abode, including an exterior that correlated with the general appearances of
53 Deed: Anderson Barret to Nathaniel Sheppard, Joseph Price, Thomas Price, William D. Wren, 9
October 181, City of Richmond Records, Hustings Deeds No. 15, 1818-1819, Land Records, Library of
Virginia, 482-485; Deed: Anderson Barret to Thomas Price, 19 April 1819, City of Richmond Records,
Hustings Deeds No. 16, 1819-1820, Land Records, Library of Virginia, 67-68; Scott, Houses of Old
Richmond, 246-247, 270.
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the elite neighborhood and signaled Williams' own style.54
Richmond historian Mary Wingfield Scott attributed two additional buildings to
Anderson Barret, both of which reveal his ability to work according to the fashion of the
times if the attributions are correct. The first is the Archer Anderson House (Figure 35).
Built in 1816 for Carter B. Page, she quoted Barret referring to it as “the best built house
in the city,” though she offered no citation for the quote. Twentieth-century photos of the
structure capture a well-proportioned building with an semi-circular porch, though these
may be remnants of significant alterations in the 1880s, rather than evidence of Barret's
abilities.55
Scott also attributed the William Barret House at Fifth and Cary Streets to
Anderson Barret's hand. Built in 1844, it was “the high point of Classic Revival
architecture in Richmond” and boasted a center hall and sweeping stairway (Figures 36
and 37). The rooms in the house were arranged around a wide hall in the middle, the
centerpiece of which was a stairway modeled on that of the Wickham House with
mahogany handrail and balusters. A restoration effort in the late 1930s uncovered the
original paint schemes. The hall boasted marbleized walls and the ceiling of the

54 The Richmond Directory, Register, and Almanac, for 1819, 74; Mrs. Williams to Anderson Barret, 1
May 1832, William Clayton Williams Collection, Valentine Richmond History Center. Barret
performed a variety of work on the Williams house between 1832 and 1838, including rebuilding the
fence, installing a new gate, repairing the roof of the house, replacing the kitchen roof, making new
doors, making new newels and a bannister, building slave coffins, and repairing weatherboards. Mrs.
Williams to Anderson Barret, 16 April 1833, William Clayton Williams Collection, Valentine
Richmond History Center; Mrs. Williams to Anderson Barret, 11 November 1833, William Clayton
Williams Collection, Valentine Richmond History Center; Mrs. Williams to Anderson Barret, 11
November 1835, William Clayton Williams Collection, Valentine Richmond History Center; Mrs.
Williams to Anderson Barret, 22 January 1836, William Clayton Williams Collection, Valentine
Richmond History Center; Mrs. Williams to Anderson Barret, 7 March 1837, William Clayton
Williams Collection, Valentine Richmond History Center; Mrs. Williams to Anderson Barret, 15 July
1838, William Clayton Williams Collection, Valentine Richmond History Center.
55 Scott, Old Richmond Neighborhoods, 206-207.
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northwest room sported a painted leaf design. The exterior facade of the house was
stuccoed, with two triple windows on either side of the front door. Scott deemed the
house “harmonious and dignified, without a trace of pretentiousness.” Though simpler
than the Wickham House from which it drew at least some inspiration, the Barret House
nonetheless meets the criteria of a skillfully executed Greek Revival residence (Figures
38 and 39). If Anderson Barret did build it, he did so as a carpenter who could not only
execute skillful workmanship, but also as one who kept abreast of changing architectural
tastes throughout his career and worked to create structures that echoed those fashions,
thereby putting distant buildings into conversations with one another.56
Real estate development took Anderson Barret into new parts of Richmond,
moving him farther north and farther south than he had previously worked. This
extended his sphere of influence across the city, exponentially increasing the number of
people who saw or interacted with his work. Barret benefitted from this personally as it
increased the likelihood that he would be called upon for additional commissions, and
secured new revenue streams for him. Working across a variety of residential and
commercial building types developed his skills sets, as he met structural challenges
unique to use of each building. Richmond's building culture gained visual consistency as
he erected buildings connected through a continuity of practice and a coherent aesthetic
across Richmond. Barret's work with new subordinates and in new places helped weave
together the previously disparate threads of Richmond's building culture, creating
something that drew on inherited practices, but fit the needs of a growing city of both the
Early Republic and the antebellum eras.
56 Scott, Old Richmond Neighborhoods, 244, 248; Scott, Old Houses of Richmond 333-334.

255

Retirement
Though Anderson Barret stopped accepting commissions in the 1840s, he
continued to identify himself as a carpenter. His entries in the various Richmond
Business directories published in 1845, 1850, 1855, and 1856, all inform potential clients
that “Anderson Barret, carpenter” could still be found at his shop and residence on the
west side of Sixth Street, just north of Leigh Street. Having been a carpenter for almost
fifty years, Barret was unwilling to relinquish the occupational marker that shaped his
identity.57
Barret's family continued to surround him in his retirement. His wife Rebecca
was 56 in 1850 and youngest daughter Mary still lived at home at age 25. In addition,
Barret's daughter Ellen and her family moved into the house on Sixth Street. She brought
along husband Samuel Jones, their young children Edgar and Ann, and step-son James.
Samuel Jones worked as a merchant and James as a painter, despite being only 15 years
old. With two income-earning men in the house, maintaining at least a public persona as
a carpenter enabled Barret to continue to feel connected to the occupational community,
to direct business toward his son-in-law Logan Waller, and to sustain a sense of paternal
superiority.58
Anderson Barret died a well-respected member of Richmond society in 1857.
57 The Richmond Directory, Register, and Almanac, for 1819 , 35; Ellyson's Richmond Directory and
Business Reference Book Carefully Arranged for 1845-46, 79; Montague's Richmond Directory and
Business Advertiser for 1850-1851, 60; The Richmond Directory and Business Advertiser, for 1852, 20;
Butter's Richmond Directory for 1855, 23; The Richmond Directory and Business Advertiser, for 1856,
58.
58 “Anderson Barret,” Year: 1850; Census Place: Richmond, Richmond (Independent City), Virginia; Roll:
M432_951; Page: 322A; Image: 176; Ancestry.com. 1850 United States Federal Census [database online]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2009.
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The Daily Dispatch ran an editorial in addition to his obituary, which praised his
character for “its simplicity, purity, and amiability.” Having died “without an enemy in
the world,” Barret's most remarkable characteristic was “his good and just sense and
judgement, and they always commanded for him the respect as well as the esteem of his
neighbors.” Those same qualities served him well as a carpenter, too.59

During the course of Anderson Barret's sixty year career, the built environment of
Richmond grew and evolved. State buildings were erected and maintained. Private
homes filled empty lots. Offices, warehouses, and hotels crowded the riverfront. As the
city grew, hundreds of building tradesmen moved through the city, putting Richmond's
building culture in a state of flux as long as there was considerable demand for new
construction. As that demand began to ebb, the building culture stabilized into an
established pattern of practices and acceptable variations.
Barret, as well as other career builders in Richmond, fabricated a path to
consistency. On sites across Richmond, Barret introduced skills, demonstrated mastery,
and became a well-respected builder and citizen. Though no evidence exists that he
formally trained apprentices, throughout his career he worked with both enslaved and
white craftsmen, sharing his own skills, just they shared theirs. Barret also offered the
continuity of his own memory to Richmond's building trades. Returning over and over to
work on the Capitol or the Governor's House, he was a living reference to the various
work that took place in those buildings, even after he ceased to be the primary contractor
for the state. Working with other tradesmen throughout Richmond's built environment
59 “Death of an Old Citizen,” The Daily Dispatch (Richmond, VA), 3 July 1857.
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for such a long time enabled craftsmen like Barret to create a series of generally accepted
best practices. Shaping the building culture in this subtle, but on-going way provided a
set of standard deviations in which the trades could be carried out. This enabled the
building trades to adapt to changing aesthetics, to incorporate new systems of wage labor,
and to experiment and innovate while still building a cityscape in which structures
erected at different times or in different styles harmonized, and gave Richmond its own
architectural character.

258

7
6
5
26 – 44
16 – 25
10 – 15
Under 10

4
3
2
1
0
1810 Male

1810 Female

1820 Male

1820 Female

Table 1
Free White Residents of Anderson Barret's Household, 1810-1820
Drawn from Census Records
In the first two decades of the nineteenth century, Barret's household included more
males that it would for the following three. While the oldest and the youngest represent
Anderson Barret and his son William, the other individuals lack any familial connections.
They were likely apprentices or journeymen living with the family in order to supplement
Barret's real estate development during this period.
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7
6
5
4
3
2
1
0
1830 Female
1840 Female
1850 Female
1830 Male
1840 Male
1850 Male

Age70-79
Age 60-69
Age 50-59
Age 40-49
Age 30-39
Age 20-29
Age 15-19
Age 10-14
Age 5-10
Under 5

Table 2
Free White Residents of Anderson Barret's Household, 1830 – 1850
Drawn from Census Records
Throughout the antebellum period, Barret maintained a very small free white labor force
in house. Excluding Barret, and after 1840 his grandson Linden Waller, Barret had at
most three men who boarded with him and may have worked for him. This shift
correlates with both Barret's slowing career as he aged and the growing tendency for
craftsmen, whether young or skilled, to live outside their master's shop while receiving
wages.
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20
18
16
14
12

14 – 25
Under 14
No Age Given

10
8
6
4
2
0
1810

1820 Male

1820 Female

Table 3
Enslaved Residents of Anderson Barret's Household, 1810 – 1820
Drawn from Census Records
The 1810 Census gives no identifying demographic information for the slaves residing in
Barret's household. The following Census captures an enslaved labor force that skewed
toward youth, possibly indicated the purchase of slaves to be trained in the building
trades and used as Barret developed residential properties throughout the city.
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8
7
6
5

55 – 99
36 – 54
24 – 35
10 – 23
Under 10

4
3
2
1
0
1830 Female 1840 Free Black Male
1850 Male
1830 Male
1840 Male
1840 Female
1850 Female

Table 4
Enslaved Residents of Anderson Barret's Household, 1830 – 1850
Drawn from Census Records
As Anderson Barret aged, it seems that he relied more heavily on enslaved labor to
complete his various contracts. His slave holdings skewed heavily male though they
included an age of ranges. This would allow Barret to pair slaves with various levels of
experience in order for the elder to supervise or train the younger, creating a selfperpetuating labor force.
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Figure 28
Map of Anderson Barret's State Contracts
Created by Author using Google Maps
Working at the Capitol, the Governor's House, the Penitentiary, and the Manufactory of
Arms took Barret into the heart of government buildings and across the western part of
Richmond. The proximity of the Capitol and the Governor's House likely created
additional pressures during his renovation of the latter to ensure that it met the standard
for state buildings set by Thomas Jefferson's Capitol. The distance between these two
structures and the Penitentiary and the Manufactory of Arms made it imperative that all
the buildings stood in a state of good repair and echoed the architecture of statehood in
order to create continuity across the city.
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Figure 29
Arthur S. Brockenbrough, Plan to Construct a System of Culverts on Capitol Square,
1816-1818
Governor's Office, Executive Papers of James Patton Preston, 1816-1819
Library of Virginia
The public privy, marked in red, was originally meant to serve the various government
officials who worked in and around Capitol Square. Ease of access, however, created
both an unbearable stench and a substantial headache for the Supervisors of Public
Edifices charged with overseeing its maintenance. After several unsuccessful attempts to
repair it or to restrict access to it, the privy was boarded up in 1839.
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Figure 30
Anderson Barret's Private Developments and Commissions
Created by Author using Google Maps
Anderson Barret's work on private structures took him in very different parts of the city
than did his work for the public. To the north, he bought, sold, and developed property in
the suburbs of DuVal's Addition and Coutt's Addition. To the south, he became part of
the developing commerce and industry in the city. Between the two, he built and
maintained structures that reflected both his skill as a master craftsman and his ability to
follow changing architectural fashions. Together, these helped create a visual harmony
throughout the built environment.
The boundaries of Adams Valley are described in so many different ways it is difficult to
ascertain what they were and where in them Lots 17 and 18 sat. The red lines to the east
of the map indicate a general sense of Adams Valley based on Mary Wingfield Scott's
descriptions.
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Figure 31
Detail from Mutual Assurance Society Insurance Policy
Anderson Barret, 15 February 1812
Library of Virginia
Barret's lumber house stood “two stories high the first story a ground floor, walls built of
brick and covered with slate, parapet walls, inches high, about 150 feet long and 58 feet
wide.” Unfortunately, the building was “contiguous within 30 feet to 7 wooden houses
[and] 16 brick” ones. Barret made creative use of an otherwise undeveloped piece of
land when he built here, but the difficult access and the close proximity of residences
may have deterred lessees from taking the space.
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Figure 32
Waller House, Northeast Corner of Sixth and Leigh Streets, Built before 1796,
Demolished 1905
From Mary Wingfield Scott, Old Richmond Neighborhoods
Scott identified this as the one-time residence of Anderson Barret, who may have
purchased it from Col. John Steele circa 1804. The frame structure saw several additions
before its eventual demolition, but no evidence remains to indicate if any of these are
attributable to Barret. If Barret did add on to the original structure, it seems he both
reoriented the axes of the house, and found rather ingenious ways to tie the new
structures into the old.
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Figure 33
Detail from Mutual Assurance Society Insurance Policy
Anderson Barret, 14 July 1818
Library of Virginia
When he insured this structure in July 1818, Barret noted that it was not yet occupied.
Sitting next to his wooden work shop, the two story brick structure offered convenience
for Barret and his workers. Based on the descriptions offered in the policy, the two story
plastered building followed the model of other private residences Barret constructed
throughout the city, creating a language of architectural respectability and fashion for his
clients, and from which he benefitted as well.
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Figure 34
Price House, 619-621 North Sixth Street, Built 1818
From Mary Wingfield Scott, Old Richmond Neighborhoods
Scott argues that Barret built this as an investment property before selling it to Thomas
Price during the 1819 depression. During the three decades Price and his heirs owned
the building, it was converted into a duplex. The three-bay, two-story, plastered exterior
follows Barret's general aesthetic and may have reflected the size and finish of his own
home.
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Figure 35
Archer Anderson House, 103 West Franklin Street, Built 1816
From Mary Wingfield Scott, Old Richmond Neighborhoods
Scott credited this building to Anderson Barret in her Old Richmond Neighborhoods. She
gives no supporting documentation for this, though the overall scale, mass, and window
placement do correspond with other Barret buildings. As pictured, the house includes a
third story, wings, and facade added in 1881 by M. J. Dimmock.
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Figure 36
Barret House, 13 South Fifth Street, Built 1844
Historic American Buildings Survey, Library of Congress
Built by tobacco manufacturer William Barret, the Barret House again replicates the
three-bay, two-story structure which seems to have been Anderson Barret's most used
plan. The unpretentiousness may have stemmed from Barret's mastery of the form of the
course of several decades, rather than stylistic choices.
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Figure 37
Barret House Stair
Mary Wingfield Scott, Houses of Old Richmond
Scott claimed “the arrangement of the rooms with a wide hall in the middle” was very
impressive, though “the really peerless feature of the interior is the stairway, a
magnificent sweep, modeled on that of the Wickham house.” The photo just catches the
floating curve of the staircase in the upper left of the photo. It seems that the hall in the
Barret house is more compressed than that of the Wickham house, requiring the lower
part of the stair to follow traditional construction techniques.
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Figure 38
Wickham House, 1050 East Clay Street, Built 1812
Historic American Buildings Survey, Library of Congress
Designed and built by Alexander Parris for John Wickham, the Wickham house balances
function and grand effect on the interior against austere and monumental forms on the
exterior. With three bays and two stories, it may have served as Barret's inspiration as he
built housing stock with fashionable Federal and Neo-classical aesthetics in the decades
following the construction of the Wickham house.
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Figure 39
Wickham House Stair
Historic American Buildings Survey, Library of Congress
The Wickham house's circular stair without a landing makes an great impression when
visitors first step into the foyer or circulation hall. Whether Barret took inspiration for
Barret house's stair from the Wickham house or from other half-oval staircases, in using
this architectural feature, he certainly sought to create a sense of awe among visitors.
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Chapter Six
Wants, Comforts, and Well-Being: Redefining Spaces at the Virginia Armory
I beg leave to mention to you the propriety of having a stove put up in the
room occupied by the detachment under my command. The room is the
best adapted for the purpose intended than any other in the building with
the exception of the inconvenience arising from the want of a fire place.
Ensign Thomas Ball to Governor James Pleasants, 30 October 18231
Throughout the first decades of the Early Republic, Virginia's leaders worked to
establish the state by providing it with the infrastructure necessary to govern and protect
itself. The Capitol served the former purpose, while the Penitentiary provided a way to
limit internal threats to law and order through incarceration. For external threats,
Virginia needed a different sort of building: the Virginia Manufactory of Arms. Driven
by the state's need to secure an available and reliable source of arms, the Virginia
Manufactory of Arms centralized the production and repair of muskets, rifles, pistols, and
other military accoutrement for the protection and defense of the Commonwealth. By
1821, federal supplies of arms surpassed those Virginia produced and, without a direct
enemy, the state determined the best course of action was to decommission the building.
Under the advice of Captain Blair Bolling, Captain of the Public Guard and Supervisor of
Public Edifices, the Manufactory of Arms transformed into the Richmond Armory and
became the home of Richmond's Public Guard. For the forty years it served in that
capacity, the building presented multiple challenges to the men who oversaw its
maintenance. Bolling, followed by John Richardson and Charles Dimmock, had to keep

1 Ensign Thomas Ball to Governor James Pleasants, 30 October 1823, Virginia Commandant of the
Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, Accession36717, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia,
Richmond, Virginia.
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the Armory standing, while simultaneously redefining industrial spaces as residential
ones that would fit the needs of the men who called the Armory home.2
This chapter examines how a building's users redefine established spaces.
Converting the industrial Manufactory of Arms into the mixed-used residential and
industrial Armory required creativity to see the potential for new types of rooms within
the extant spaces. The process of transforming these spaces created a palimpsest of
craftsmen's abilities, the state's needs, and the residents' desires. Each new incarnation of
the building effaced some of the previous one, while still relying on the same physical
structure. The building culture that shaped the Armory's construction wielded fairly little
influence over the building during the remainder of its existence. Instead, the Public
Guard's requirements for habitable, comfortable, and eventually fashionable quarters
shaped the Armory, and the craft work done there, between 1821 and 1861. While the
local building culture shaped the process of raising a structure, once standing the users
defined and redefined the spaces within it, and thereby shaped the interactions between
the building and the building culture according to their own needs.

Making the Manufactory of Arms
Major John Clarke headed the design of both the Manufactory buildings and its
machinery and its construction, which began in 1797. Clarke chose a six acre tract on the
west side of Richmond, between the James River Canal to the north and the James River
2 Giles Cromwell, The Virginia Manufactory of Arms (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press,
1975), 1-10. Though focused largely on the weaponry produced at the Manufactory of Arms,
Cromwell's book is the only substantive study of the building. A undergraduate thesis constructed an
early narrative of the building's use, but does not offer much analysis. James N. Haskett, “An
Investigation of the History of the Virginia Manufactory of Arms” (Honors Thesis, University of
Richmond, 1957).

276

to the south. The topography of the site sloped in such a way that it allowed several
waterfalls and permitted the reuse of canal water three times before it returned to the river
(Figures 40 and 41). The soil promised good bricks, and other necessary materials could
be brought in either by land or by water. Located on the outskirts of the city, the location
also offered fire protection for the manufactory and the citizenry.3
Problems arose as soon as contraction began. Moses Bates, contracted to dig the
foundations, encountered far more rock than he anticipated and work slowed to a crawl.
Clarke's decision to build the Manufactory in western Richmond, on the upper side of the
falls, and on the river bank, put the building in the midst of stone deposits, rather than the
usual clay subsoil. This challenged Bates' crew, as they likely had to find different
methods to dig the foundations. Eventually, the work slowed so badly that Bates had to
take on additional laborers to keep ahead of the men laying the foundations.
Clarke designed the Manufactory with stone foundations, which would endure
better than brick ones under the constant flow of water used to power the building's
machinery. Though Clarke's decision would protect the structure's integrity as it was
used, it was nevertheless a bold decision for a Virginia building. Virginian building
culture dictated bricks as the preferred foundation material, and stone was rarely used in
such a way. Ninian Wise and James Carney won the stonework contract, but they
executed their work so poorly that during one inspection Clarke pulled down a portion of
the foundation walls with his bare hands. Both Carney and Wise appear in Richmond
records as early as 1792, successfully practicing their trade, so their failure in this case

3 Clarke also took over the construction of the Penitentiary following Latrobe's departure. Cromwell,
The Virginia Manufactory of Arms, 11-17.
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seems unusual. Challenges due to the scale of the project, the proximity to the water
table, or a lack of skilled subordinates may have contributed to the substandard
stonework in the foundations. Despite their failures, Wise and Carney won a second
contract for the stonework in 1800.4
That same year, Clarke reported that the stone work in both the east and the west
wing was so badly executed that additional stone abutments were necessary. To meet the
costs of this, he suspended construction on the east wing and redirected manpower to
reinforcing the west wing. With the foundations slowly taking shape, Clarke contracted
for bricks, timber, and shingles. John Harvie, who also supplied bricks to the
Penitentiary, provided almost three hundred thousand bricks, while Reuben George, his
brother Byrd, and others furnished almost 185,000 feet of timber as well as materials for
machinery, shafts, cogs, rounds, and keys. Clarke partnered with George Williamson for
ironwork, machinery supports, waterwheels, water gates, bellows, anvil blocks, and
benches.5
The Manufactory's construction stretched over several years. In December 1801,
Clarke wrote to Governor James Monroe, reporting “all the brickwork of the apartments
of the manufactory of arms in which small arms for infantry & cavalry are to be made is
finished; most of the floors of these apartments are laid, all of them roofed & the brick
work of the kitchens & other offices is in considerable forwardness.” Five years later,
Clarke reported that the walls of the foundry were standing and the roof framing for it
4 Cromwell, The Virginia Manufactory of Arms, 18-23: MESDA Craftsman Database (James Carney:
accessed April 30, 2016), http://www.mesda.org/research_sprite/mesda_craftsman_database.html;
MESDA Craftsman Database (Ninian Wise; accessed April 30, 2016),
http://www.mesda.org/research_sprite/mesda_craftsman_database.html;
5 Cromwell, The Virginia Manufactory of Arms, 18-23.
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raised. By April 1808, the boring mill neared completion as well.6
When finally completed, the Virginia Manufactory of Arms was architecturally
impressive and efficiently arranged. The main building stood two stories, with an
archway-belfry-cupola section bisecting the northern portion of the building (Figure 42).
Three hundred ten feet long, with twelve rooms, this part of the building housed the
offices of the clerk, the master armorer, and the superintendent, as well as the kitchen and
the barracks. On either end of the center section, wings extended 172 feet southward to
the James River. Both stood two stories and contained spaces dedicated to forges,
breeching shops, tilt hammer shops, buffing shops, trip-hammer forges, and storage.
Though of the same dimensions, the wings had slightly different layouts, as the east wing
consisted of fifteen rooms and the west wing only ten. Water from the James River and
Kanawha Canal ran through a series of locks into culverts leading down into forebays, or
collecting pools, in each wing, and from these reservoirs the water could be released to
flow over waterwheels and power the Armory's machinery. The foundry and the boring
mill sat on the southern part of the property. As the Manufactory expanded, sheds and
shops were added to the southern ends of the two wings and eventually met again at the
Foundry, forming a complete perimeter and creating an inner courtyard (Figure 41).7
The productive life of these buildings was, unfortunately, quite short. The
foundry and boring mill ceased operations in 1814 for lack of outside orders after the
state's needs had been met. Federal firearms began arriving in Virginia in 1820.
Combining federally-issued arms with Manufactory-produced ones created a fully6 Cromwell, The Virginia Manufactory of Arms, 21.
7 Cromwell, The Virginia Manufactory of Arms, 24-30. There were at least four waterwheels measuring
sixteen feet in diameter and five feet wide between the two wings and the trip-hammer forges in each
also contained two smaller wheels measuring twelve feet in diameter and five feet wide.
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equipped state militia by 1821. Plummeting demand and extensive repairs needed fore
the machines and the buildings led the General Assembly to suspend the manufacture of
completed arms on 31 December 1821. A handful of artisans remained employed to
receive, repair, clean, issue, and store arms. The future of the Manufactory of Arms, built
to ensure Virginia's continued defense and independence, became unclear.8

A Safe and Habitable Home
Shortly after it was decommissioned, the Council of State realized that a large
and valuable building would be vacant. To protect the state's investment, they
recommended that “a strong detachment as the state of the Public Guard will permit be
stationed at the Armory.” This protected the building for potential reuse in the future, but
strained the Public Guard. Only sixty-two non-commissioned officers and privates made
up the guard, and of those only about twenty-five were fit for service at any time. To
effectively create three different details, the Public Guard needed at least seventy-five
privates. Given the lack of man power and the unlikelihood of supplementing his ranks
quickly, Captain of the Public Guard and Superintendent of Public Edifices Blair Bolling
instead suggested that he “remove to the Armory with my company, which is the only
means in my power of effectually guarding, at the same the Capitol, Armory, and
Penitentiary.” In suggesting that the Public Guard be moved to the Armory, Bolling
sought to fulfill his expanding duties without having to increase the number of men in the
Public Guard. This solved one problem, but created another.9
8 Cromwell, The Virginia Manufactory of Arms,150.
9 The name change paralleled the changing use of the building. A “manufactory” was a place where
products were manufactured, such as a factory or workshop. An “armory” describes a place where arms
are kept. The shift from making arms to storing them required the property to be renamed.
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For the remaining eighteen years of his life, Blair Bolling worked to turn the
Armory into a safe and habitable space for his men. His reports to the Governor and
repair estimates to the Council of State painted a bleak picture of a building that often
seemed barely able to hold itself together. As he redefined the spaces within the Armory,
transforming it from an industrial structure to a mixed-used residential and industrial
building, he shaped the interactions between local craftsmen, Richmond's building
culture, and the structure itself. Bolling contracted with a variety of men in the building
trades to execute repairs in specific areas of the building, prioritizing those that provided
the Public Guard and the artificers employed to maintain arms with habitable, clean, and
safe spaces.
The first transformative moment for the Armory came on 28 February 1822, when
the Legislature passed “An Act providing for the repairs of the armory, and the
preservation of the public arms.” In it, the Executive was “directed to have the public
guard removed to the armory, and to assign them to such apartments as will be most
comfortable and best suited for the preservation of the buildings and machinery.” Bolling
inspected the apartments shortly thereafter, and reported their conditions to the Council
of State, which responded by asking Bolling to have an estimate made of the cost of such
repairs as were necessary.10
"manufactory, n.". OED Online. September 2016. Oxford University Press.
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/113764?isAdvanced=false&result=1&rskey=ElN4KG& (accessed
September 08, 2016); "armoury | armory, n.". OED Online. September 2016. Oxford University Press.
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/10891?rskey=QqUrmp&result=2&isAdvanced=false (accessed
September 08, 2016). Virginia Council of State Minutes, 15 December 1821, Virginia Council of State,
Journals, 1776-1852, Accession 35356, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia, 3;
Blair Bolling to Governor Thomas Mann Randolph, Jr., 17 December 1821, Virginia Commandant of
the Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, Accession36717, State Records Collection, The Library of
Virginia, Richmond, Virginia.
10 Supplement to the Revised Code of Virginia: Being a Collection of All the Acts of the General
Assembly, of a Public and Permanent Nature, Passed Since the Year 1819... (Richmond: Samuel
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The estimates Bolling returned revealed the extensive repairs needed to bring the
twenty-year-old building up to a habitable state. Carpenter John Goddin identified
several external repairs, including “glass, shutters, mending of frames, new sills, hinges,
bolts, screws, and some bars.” The interior wanted “repairing of floors, partitions, steps,
doors, and some frames.” Goddin argued that it was “not within [his] power to say what
the necessary repairs will cost, they being so detached from each other” and refused to
make a itemized estimate as he “could not do the public and [himself] justice by saying
what it wood take to do the repairs.” An experienced carpenter, Goddin recognized the
potential for superficial repairs to spiral in both size and cost when deeper repairs beneath
were uncovered. Christopher Tompkins, previously responsible for constructing the new
governor's residence, estimated repairs as well. He too identified largely superficial
repairs to window sash and frames, door sills and frames, steps, and partitions. Plasterer
Thomas McVee found the building needed 163 square yards of lathe and plaster, as well
as new grates and forty-five yards of brick pavements.11
Blair Bolling, however, identified the two most pressing repairs in the building.
The ceilings in the soldiers' rooms were “so low pitched as to render it dangerous on
account of fire unless the combustible matter about the joist [was] covered with
plastering.” For the preservation of the arms still stored in the Armory, Blair hoped “the

Shepherd, 1833), 81, http://hdl.handle.net/2027/hvd.32044012667762; “An Act Providing for the
Repairs of the Armory and the Preservation of the Public Arms,” Virginia. Governor's Office. Executive
Papers of Governor Thomas Mann Randolph, 1819-1822 (bulk 1820-1822), State Records Collection,
The Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 13 March 1822, Virginia Council of State,
Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 55-56.
11 Goddin included estimated payments of nine shillings per day for good hands, and he would supply the
materials and attend the work for two dollars per day. Blair Bolling to Governor Thomas Mann
Randolph, 24 March 1822, Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, State
Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
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windows may be set about immediately, as the arms sustain injury as well as the soldiers,
great inconvenience from having been exposed to the wind, rain, &c. since they have
been there.” Rehabilitating the building required not only rethinking the purposes of
spaces, but also additional protection from accidents and the elements.12
Christopher Tompkins ultimately won the contract and oversaw two months of
renovations that focused on alleviating Bolling's concerns about safety and security. If
Tompkins followed his initial estimate, he replaced 230 panes of glass, built nine pairs of
batten shutters, repaired seven additional shutters, built three partitions, replaced door
jambs and frames, installed new door sills, and cut through the floor to install a new
stairwell. The repaired windows and doors secured the arms and the soldiers from injury
and inconvenience due to the weather, relieving Bolling's anxiety on those points. The
partitions and new stair indicate that Tompkins also had a hand in reconfiguring the
rooms in the Armory to create new living spaces and access to those spaces. With new
and secure living quarters in place, the Public Guard relocated to its new home and the
Armory began its second life.13
While Tompkins' repairs made the Armory habitable, they did not fix every
problem the building held. Within eighteen months, Bolling once again brought
craftsmen in to repair the structure. John Goddin secured the contract to repair a staircase
in November 1823, while Bolling sought someone who could patch the slate roof and
12 Blair Bolling to Governor Thomas Mann Randolph, 24 March 1822, Virginia Commandant of the
Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
13 In May 1822, James Fielding received “$1.50 for removing Baggage of the Public Guard to the
Armory.” Virginia Council of State Minutes, 3 May 1822, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 17761852, Library of Virginia, 78-81; Blair Bolling to Governor Thomas Mann Randolph, 24 March 1822,
Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of
Virginia.
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cover the ridgepole with lead. Bolling then identified another significant safety hazard in
the building that seemed to escape the notice of previous craftsmen: “one of the large
girders which supported the joist in one of the trip hammer shops [had] decayed entirely
and fallen.” Consequently, “the floor supports itself by the plank projecting into the
wall.” Either due to flaws in the original lumber or the generally damp conditions of the
Armory, a major supporting timber rotted to the point that it fell out of place. This left
only the joists to support the weight of the floor and whatever was in the room above it.
At that moment, the room was unoccupied and Bolling felt that the repairs could be
delayed for a time. He estimated the cost of the repairs, however, to be so large that they
the would need to be examined by a legislative committee before any expenditures could
be made.14
Bolling continued to shape the Council of State's impressions of the building, and
his subsequent requests for funding, by describing a structure constantly on the verge of
collapse. In his 1823 year-end report on the condition of the public edifices, the Armory
merited first mention, “the situation of it being such as to render some repairs necessary
at once.” The water that passed through the building to power its machinery caused posts
to decay, which in turn led to the decay of principle beams. One floor had “actually
tumbled in, which had no weight on it at all and which had not been used for several
years in consequence of the decay of the principal girder which supported it.”
Seemingly, once the building was standing, no one thought to ensure that its components
remained sound. Bolling warned that continuing to defer maintenance could bring about

14 Blair Bolling to Governor James Pleasants, 6 November 1823, Virginia Commandant of the Public
Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
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serious damage, particularly if a floor supporting machinery or arms collapsed, including
the potential loss of life. While Bolling argued previously that such repairs would be
expensive, he now argued that “the expense attending these repairs now required would
be comparatively small with what might be necessary some little time hence.” Casting
the repairs in terms of costs of lives, rather than monetary costs, emphasized the
importance of the repairs that needed to be done. The matter went to the Legislature, and
they listened.15
By March 1824, the Council of State allocated funds to execute the necessary
repairs to the Armory and Bolling made short work of examining the building and
soliciting estimates before deciding the best course of action. An estimate by carpenters
Kimbrough and Hooper captured both minor and major renovations. They found a
number of small things that needed to be replaced, such as a twenty-four light window
frame, a pair of batten shutters, a door frame, and a seventeen-foot length of gutter. The
structural repairs they recommended dwarfed any previously undertaken. Kimbrough
and Hooper estimated that they needed to install seven new girders and five new posts,
three of which needed new stone foundations. While this represented work in a relatively
small proportion of the Armory, it nevertheless reflected Bolling's priorities for the
Armory's use as a mixed industrial-residential space. After successfully installing the
Public Guard in their quarters, he focused his attention over the next several years on
making certain that the building would not fall down around – or on top of – his men.16
15 Blair Bolling to Governor James Pleasants, 12 December 1823, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol
Square Data, Records, 1776-1971, APA 655, State Government Records Collection, Library of
Virginia.
16 Blair Bolling to Governor James Pleasants, 13 March 1824, Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard
Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Blair Bolling to Governor James
Pleasants, 2 April 1824, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records, State Government
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The Council of State at last took a serious interest in ensuring the future of the
Armory. As Kimbrough and Hooper began their work, the Council directed Blair
Bolling to “make a particular examination of the East wing of the Armory and to report
to the Executive whether the passage of the water through that portion of the building
operates injuriously either to the works or to the building itself.” Bolling's report
revealed the extent of the damage at the Armory. In addition to what he previously
found, Bolling noted that “part of the foundation wall near the corner of the building has
tumbled in and I am fully satisfied that it will lead to serious injury if suffered to
continue long in its present state.” A caved-in culvert required a new arch six-and-a-half
feet by ten feet in order for it to resume its normal operations. Blair Bolling also
revealed a bit of his own reticence toward the requirements of his position as
Superintendent of Public Edifices. He recommended that the Council of State appoint
“some disinterested and judicious men to examine the East wing of the Armory and
report thereon.” This not only protected Bolling from accusations of being a imprudent
steward of state resources while facing large expenditures, but it also brought skilled
craftsmen in to record the state of the building, rather than relying on the word of a
planter-turned-military captain.17
Bolling's own lack of familiarity with the building trades and Richmond's
building culture sometimes caused him to suggest repairs that seemed economical, but
Records Collection, Library of Virginia. Repairs totaled $241.50. Blair Bolling to Governor James
Pleasants, 7 April 1824, Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records
Collection, Library of Virginia. Kimbrough and Hooper got the contract 9 April 1824. Virginia
Council of State Minutes, 9 April 1824, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of
Virginia, 89-90.
17 Virginia Council of State Minutes, 25 May 1824, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 113-115; Blair Bolling to Governor James Pleasants, 28 May 1824, Virginia
Commandant of the Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
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could prove to be more dangerous than what they replaced. In early July 1824, the
ceiling of one of the buffing rooms caught fire. Though it was discovered and
extinguished fairly quickly, the fire left broken plaster and revealed another fault in the
building. Sparks “constantly [flew] from the wheels” and, given the damaged plaster
from the fire, had the potential to set alight the wooden structure of the ceiling. As
Bolling began the process of getting the ceiling repaired, he made an interesting choice.
He determined that a plank ceiling would be preferable to a plaster one as the machinery
already caused one plaster ceiling to give way and would continue to do so if a second
one was installed. Ostensibly, a plank ceiling would be easier to repair, as a individual
damaged planks could be removed without having to redo the entirely ceiling. The
replacement ceiling following the fire cost an estimated thirty-five dollars to cover seven
hundred feet. On the other hand, if the ceiling was likely to catch fire, a plank ceiling
had the potential to become an uncontrollable fire much more quickly than a plaster
ceiling did. This time, the Council of State worked in the best interests of the men in the
Armory and ordered Bolling to replaster the ceiling of the buffing room.18
Bolling found himself pushed into an uncomfortable position when a lack of
funding forced him to explore the possibilities of “do-it-yourself” repairs, bypassing the
involvement of building tradesmen altogether. The Legislature adjourned in late
February 1825 without making any provisions for the Armory. Unfortunately, the
building needed still more repairs. Window grates had bars “so wide apart as to admit
18 Blair Bolling to Governor James Pleasants, 8 July 1824, Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard
Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Blair Bolling to Governor James
Pleasants, 12 July 1824, Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records
Collection, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 13 July 1824, Virginia Council of
State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 160-161.
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the body of a grown person.” The roof leaked. Fireplaces needed repairing. Bolling
proposed that, if the executive could supply funds to cover materials, the rest of the work
could be done by the Public Guard. This work served the public good, of course, because
it secured the building and “put a stop in great measure to the facilities of making away
with public property so much of which is within those walls.” The Council of State did
not leap into action, though, and instead followed the usual path of relying on estimates
from interested craftsmen. Carpenters Freeman and Johnston came back with the most
reasonable estimate for repairing the roof and the window grates and won the contract,
saving Bolling and the Public Guard from having to do the work themselves.19
Despite Bolling's best efforts, the Armory proved to be a fickle building. As 1825
came to a close, Bolling reported that it needed little more than a coat of paint in order to
preserve the wood work. It seemed that his efforts to transform the Armory into a
habitable residential space had finally begun to yield dividends. Unfortunately, by the
end 1826 Bolling once more urged “the necessity of repairing this building which is daily
suffering greatly for the want of it and a postponement of which will only be attended
with an increase of expense.”20
The Armory's issues were compounded by the inertia of the Council of State.
Bolling's requests for additional funding were often answered by requests to gather
19 Blair Bolling to Governor James Pleasants, 22 February 1825, Virginia Commandant of the Public
Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State
Minutes, 1 March 1825, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 49-50;
Blair Bolling to Governor James Pleasants, 3 March 1835, Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard
Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes,
11 March 1825, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 53-55. These
estimates no longer exist in the files.
20 Blair Bolling to Governor James Pleasants, 30 November 1825, Virginia Commandant of the Public
Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Blair Bolling to Governor
John Tyler, 30 November 1826, Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, State
Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
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estimates and report on the best prices, rather than approvals for expenditures, because
the Armory lacked the critical mass of activity and the degree of prestige necessary to
warrant the full attention of the state. By contrast, the Penitentiary and the Capitol both
received far more minor repairs far more quickly. Both buildings sustained constant
levels of activity and presumably had to be kept in good preservation because of their
perceived importance to the state. The Armory, inactive and out of sight down by the
James River, never received this sort of attention.21
Bolling continued to petition for repairs that would benefit the Public Guard
throughout the remainder of the decade, though most of them were not as major as the
ones during the early years of their residence. Lewis Chamberlayne, the Guard's
surgeon, requested “two doors and some additional woodwork...to make the apartments
as warm and comfortable as the situation of sick men generally calls for.” These repairs
were not only inexpensive at only $25 but would undoubtedly raise morale among the
Public Guard. Inadvertently, Chamberlayne also revealed that after five years of using
the Armory to house members of the Guard, some of their rooms either lacked or had lost
00the means to retain heat.22
Serious repairs arose in 1828 that pushed Bolling to a new level of advocacy for
the Armory. In January 1828, he discovered “one of the Pillars which support the floor
of the west wing of the Armory has given way, and unless it is speedily renewed serious
injury may occur.” He feared that as the first floor sank, it would tear the partitions
21 See Chapter Two and Chapter Four.
22 Blair Bolling to Governor John Tyler, 23 January 1827, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol Square
Data, Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Lewis Chamberlayne to
Captain Blair Bolling, 22 January 1827, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records,
State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
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above from their fastenings and cause the whole to tumble down. Any attempt to repair
the failed post was complicated by the fact that the “steps leading down to the lower part
of the building in each wing [were] rotten” and required repairs as well.23
The process of having the pillars and floor replaced relied on Bolling's ability to
negotiate a balance between finding a competent craftsman to undertake the work and
minimizing the cost to the state. Bolling called first on carpenter John Goddin to inspect
the damage and estimate the cost of repairs. Goddin, a familiar figure at the Armory for
some years already, “examined as well as [he] could by inspection, the parts...wanting
repair and the extent of such decay &c.” and found “it impossible...to make a specific
proposition as to the amount of repairs necessary.” Goddin's circumspection parallels
that which he exhibited when making previous estimates. While both interior and
exterior repairs had the potential to grow into much larger repairs than originally
anticipated by visual inspection, the damp of the lower room made it likely that other
structural timbers were rotten, as well. By once again refusing to offer a hard estimate
and instead receiving a refereed payment once the work was done, Goddin protected
himself and the state from the cost of overages.24
Only a day after the Council of the State advised Bolling to go ahead with the
repairs under John Goddin, Bolling received an estimate for the Armory repairs from
Anderson Barret. Barret's proposal “embrace[d] more of the objects required” and was
23 Blair Bolling to Governor William Branch Giles, 5 January 1828, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol
Square Data, Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
24 John Goddin to Captain Blair Bolling, 2 February 1828, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol Square
Data, Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia. Though Goddin supplied his
estimate on 2 February 1828, the Council of the State made no decision on allowing him to undertake
the work until 15 April, when they advised Blair Bolling to contract with Goddin as well as Bosher &
Brown for the repairs. Virginia Council of State Minutes, 15 April 1828, Virginia Council of State,
Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 89-91.
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“the most advantageous proposition, that of Capt. Goddin being the most extravagant.”
Though Barret's estimate does not survive, he took a risk by proposing itemized costs for
work to be done. This risk paid off in the short-term, as the Council of State advised
Bolling to take his bid. In the long-term, however, it opened Barret to the risks of
spiraling costs as additional repair work was revealed during the course of work. The
state was not always so generous as to cover the costs of additional work when a
craftsman gave a solid estimate of work to be done and exceeded that price. Given
Barret's reputation within the Richmond building trades, and his long history of working
for the state, this may not have presented that same hurdle that it did to younger or lessestablished carpenters.25
Ultimately, costs won out and Bolling drew up articles of agreement with a third
set of contenders, carpenters Bosher and Brown. Their estimate did “not [embrace]
some of the items which it is important to have attended to,” but they proposed to put in
new posts, girders, joists, and floors in both wings of the building for only $340.
Goddin's estimate was nearly three times that, costing $930, and Barret's almost double at
$589. Bosher and Brown agreed “to do certain repairs to the Armory mentioned in an
estimate forwarded to the Executive department...in a substantial manner and of good
materials.” Additionally, the pair agreed to repair “the cupola attached to the west wing
and also the roof in such a manner as it will appear externally as before.” The proposal
to repair the roof was either fortuitous or Blair Bolling took action without official
25 Blair Bolling to Governor William Giles, 21 April 1828, Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard
Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia. “Estimates for repairing the
Armory by Goddin, Bosher & Brown, & A. Barret – also Agreement between Bosher & Brown & B.
Bolling,” 28 April 1828, Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records
Collection, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 22 April 1828, Virginia Council of
State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 92-94.
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advisement. Six weeks after he entered into articles of agreement with Bosher and
Brown to repair the roof, the Council authorized him to have the leaks in the roof stopped
up.26
After the headache of the major structural repairs, the Armory required little else
throughout the rest of the decade. At the end of 1828, Bolling reported that it wanted “a
good many panes of glass many of which appear to have been broken by rude boys
throwing against the building” and the staircases leading to the soldiers' quarters wanted
some work that would cost “a very inconsiderable sum.” The Council of State requested
Bolling submit proposals for the cost of repairing the staircases and have the windows
repaired, as well as finding some way to prevent mischievous boys from breaking the
windows in the future. His reports throughout 1829 and 1830 seemed similarly
optimistic regarding the building's condition. Other than requesting some windows be
reglazed, whitewash be procured for the soldiers' quarters, and staircases be repaired,
Bolling had no trouble in the Armory for several months.27
26 Blair Bolling to Governor William Giles, 21 April 1828, Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard
Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia. “Estimates for repairing the
Armory by Goddin, Bosher & Brown, & A. Barret – also Agreement between Bosher & Brown & B.
Bolling,” 28 April 1828, Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records
Collection, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 3 June 1828, Virginia Council of
State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 118-119.
27 Blair Bolling to Governor William Giles, 18 December 1828, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol
Square Data, Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of
State Minutes, 19 December 1828, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia,
6-9; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 23 December1828, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 17761852, Library of Virginia, 10-11; Blair Bolling to Governor William Giles, 10 July 1829, Auditor of
Public Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of
Virginia; Blair Bolling to Governor William Giles, 26 July 1829, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol
Square Data, Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Blair Bolling to
Governor John Floyd, 2 April 1830, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records, State
Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Blair Bolling to Governor John Floyd, 1
September 1830, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records, State Government
Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 24 April 1830, Virginia
Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 55-56; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 4
September1830, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 128-129.
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Bolling's hard work to preserve the building during the previous decade continued
to pay dividends through the 1830s and allowed him to shift his focus to maintenance,
security, and comfort. The east wing developed a new leak that, unlike previous ones,
occupied very little of Bolling's time. The building wanted a new pump and platform, as
the current one was “so rotten as to be liable to give out every day.” Four new padlocks
and two new window grates attempted to stop the “practice which exists amongst some
of the soldiers...viz the opening of doors and windows and passing out and in the
building at night.” This not only endangered public property, but also served to
demonstrate how insecure and permeable the building remained. Later in the year, the
guard room wanted a new grate and a window frame in the gable end of the building
needed repair.28
A repair in Bolling's own quarters reveals one of the unexpected consequences of
turning an industrial space into a comfortable living space. Bolling requested a new floor
in his quarters, “the same having formerly been made use of as a work shop, and filled
with vice benches is so worn away as to render it very uneven.” The floor was in such
poor condition that he was “at all times obliged to keep it covered either with a carpet or
matting and it wears them away so rapidly as to render that article a very heavy tax upon
me.” Creating a pleasant space was a costly choice on Bolling's part, as by this point he
had spent ten years replacing carpets and matting on his floors without seeking funding
from the state for such comforts. Such a concern would certainly seem trivial when
28 Blair Bolling to Governor John Floyd, 1 April 1831, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol Square Data,
Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes,
2 April 1831, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 3-4; Blair Bolling to
Governor John Floyd, 5 October 1831, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records, State
Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia;
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compared to breeched culverts, rotten posts, and sinking floors. With those repairs made,
Bolling could push for making the former industrial spaces more homelike for himself
and his men.29
Comfort was also key in determining repairs to the trip hammer room in the east
wing. Repairing a joist and a girder that had become “so rotten as to be scarcely
sufficient to support its own weight” served a double purpose. It preserved the interior of
the building and allowed Bolling' to repurpose the room as a new hospital space, the
current hospital being “very small and inconveniently situated.” The first step to
securing a more “commodious and comfortable Hospital” was therefore ensuring that the
chosen room would not collapse in on itself. Once those repairs were done, a new ceiling
and a plank partition to “cut off communication from it to other parts of the building”
created a space meant to secure the health and well-being of the Public Guard.30
With the Armory largely stabilized, Bolling turned to renovating the Public
Guard's quarters. In 1832, the soldiers received whitewash for their quarters, giving them
a much neater appearance. With the approach of cold weather in October, Bolling
requested a “thorough repair” of his men's quarters. The ceilings needed to be either
raised or re-plastered, as the “soldiers handling muskets with fixed bayonets carelessly...
perforated the ceiling with holes and...caused the plaster to tumble down,” leaving the

29 The problem was so bad that “a table cannot be spread upon it without putting wedges under the feet to
keep it level.” Blair Bolling to Governor John Floyd, 1 May 1831, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol
Square Data, Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
30 Bolling noted a few days later that “some little brick work will be wanting in our new hospital about the
fireplaces &c which will amount to a sum not exceeding fifteen dollars.” Blair Bolling to Governor
John Floyd, 8 November1831, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records, State
Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Blair Bolling to Governor John Floyd, 17
November 1831, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records, State Government Records
Collection, Library of Virginia.
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soldiers exposed to drafts coming in through the loft. The reduced size of the Public
Guard allowed them to billet in half the rooms while the other half underwent repairs,
making it somewhat easier for all the members of the Public Guard to comfortably
occupy the building as it underwent renovations.31
These repairs hit a snag in July 1833, when “executing some stonework requisite
for the safety and preservation of the building [they were] compelled to take away an
establishment indispensable to the health and cleanliness of the company.” This vital
establishment needed to be rebuilt as soon as possible, though the company could
execute the work for less than ten dollars. The window sills in the soldiers' quarters also
needed to be renewed. Though arguably a smaller job, Bolling hired in a carpenter “not
having an artisan in the company who has sufficient mechanical skill to do it properly.”
Bolling realized the qualitative difference of the work, and used his resources to the best
advantage. Men in his company could rebuild something because they would be working
from scratch and would not have to adjust their practices to fit new pieces into an extant
structure. In contrast, renewing the window sills required a carpenter to remove the sash
and frame, disassemble the frame, refit a new sill, and reinstall the frame in the aperture.
Such work required the skills to cut and fit a new sill to an established frame, as well as
the ability to work with extant materials without damaging them. Once again, Bolling
shaped how and where the building trades interacted with the Armory. By determining
what work could be done “in house” and what needed a craftsman's hand, Bolling shaped
the interactions between the Armory and the building trades in a substantial way and
31 Blair Bolling to Governor John Floyd, 3 June 1832, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol Square Data,
Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Blair Bolling to Governor John
Floyd, 1 October 1832, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records, State Government
Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
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delineated the boundary between sufficient replacements and skilled repairs.32
Work beyond what Bolling had initially described continued throughout the
summer and into the fall, and the renovations likely made the Armory look better, both
inside and out, than it had for years. Plasterer William Evans put up 1,046 ½ yards of
plastering, as well as whitewashing and repairing the walls of three large shops, seven
rooms, and a passage. Charles McGuinness painted the Armory for an unknown fee,
though he proposed to do so at eight cents per square yard for one coat, fifteen cents for
two coats, or twenty-one cents for three, and would supply his own ladder and
scaffolding. Carpenter James Griffin executed a number of repairs, including replacing
old window sills and casings, fixing ceiling joists, installing new gutters and conductors,
building batten doors and shutters, refitting a staircase and cutting out head room above
it, and replacing flooring planks. He also built a new trunk line “26 feet long 4 do. wide
18 inches deep of with two inch stuff & scantling framing,” though he gave no indication
of where this line went. It is quite possible that, with the Boring Mill standing vacant,
Bolling took the opportunity to finally replace the trunk line between it and the canal that
had previously caused the culvert to breach.33

32 Bolling gives no indication of what this is, but given the description, it was likely a privy. Blair Bolling
to Governor John Floyd, 13 July 1833, Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard Records, 1801-1850,
State Records Collection, Library of Virginia. The Council of State approved these repairs 20 July
1833. Virginia Council of State Minutes, 20 July 1833, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 76-77.
33 Evans earned $286.65 for his work and Griffin earned $355.67. Account: State of Virginia to William
Evans, 4 September 1833, Virginia Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms
Records, 1798-1864, Accession APA175, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia, Richmond,
Virginia; Charles McGuinness to Captain Blair Bolling, 11 September 1833, Auditor of Public
Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia;
Virginia Council of State Minutes, 11 September 1833, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 89-90; Account: State of Virginia to James Griffin, 1 October 1833, Auditor of
Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms Records, 1798-1864, State Records Collection,
Library of Virginia.
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In his annual report to the Executive in 1833, Bolling laid out the scope of the
repairs done to the Armory. The stonemasonry of the west wing had been repaired and
“altho scarcely perceptible to the superficial observer” such repairs were vital to the
safety of the building. Though expensive, Bolling highlighted the propriety of such
investments by citing the success of a partial repair made in 1831 “which effectually
stopped the settling of the wall at the corner.” Unfortunately, that repair also caused
another crack in the wall, which would have fallen down but for the most recent repair.
The west culvert underwent a “most substantial and permanent repair of stone cemented
with hydraulic lime, certainly an improvement over the wooden and brick materials that
originally constituted it. Carpenters completed innumerable small repairs throughout the
building.34
Despite all the repairs rendered during the previous years, over the course of 1834
the Armory began to fall apart once more, forcing Bolling to focus once again on safetydriven repairs. While working on the repairing the roof, Bolling discovered “that several
of the chimnies require repointing and perhaps some brick work wanting, the mortar
being very much washed away from between the joints and some brick that were
originally of bad quality mouldered away.” Repointing the chimneys not only preserved
the roof, but also introduced better materials with a greater longevity into the fabric of
building, reducing maintenance pressures in those places. Bolling had to contend with
familiar troubles inside and outside the building as well as on top of it. Some twelve or
fifteen feet of the west wing culvert between the Boring Mill and the main building caved

34 Blair Bolling to Governor John Floyd, 30 November 1833, Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard
Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
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in again in early June, and the rooms in the Armory used for storing Arms began to sink
once more, endangering the ensign's quarters immediately below. While Bolling could
offer no explanation for the former, he feared worms had eaten through the timbers and
thereby precipitated the latter.35
Repairs during this period brought about unanticipated complications, particularly
regarding personal investment in private quarters in a state building. Repairing the
sinking arms storage rooms required the removal of a partition wall that formed part of
the ensign's quarters below that room. Ensign Bentley requested that the wall be rebuilt
in a slightly different location so as to enlarge his quarters. Bolling agreed, though he
informed Bentley that any other work would have to come out of Bentley's own pocket,
just as Bolling had made improvements to his quarters at his own expense. Instead,
Bentley petitioned the state to pay the costs of additional, unknown repairs. Bolling
warned the governor that if Bentley's petition was granted, he would petition to recoup
his investments in his quarters. When individuals defined private quarters in state-owned
buildings as “personal” spaces, they blurred the line between public and private. For
Bolling, the line was drawn between the physical boundaries of the space, such as the
walls and the floor, and the personal effects with which he furnished that space. Bentley
seemed to possess a less distinct boundary between the two, asking the state to
reconstruct a physical marker that delineated the limits of his personal space at the public
expense and for his own comfort. Bolling likely feared setting a precedent that enabled
35 Blair Bolling to Governor Littleton Tazewell, 6 May 1834, Virginia Governor's Office, Executive
Papers of Governor Littleton W. Tazewell, 1834-1836 (bulk 1834-1835), Accession 42998, State
Records Collection, The Library of Virginia, Richmond Virginia; Blair Bolling to Governor Littleton
Tazewell, 3 June 1834, Executive Papers of Governor Littleton W. Tazewell, 1834-1836, State Records
Collection, Library of Virginia.
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state funds to be used in such a way if he allowed Bentley to request too much. In
addition to redefining spaces within the Armory, Bolling considered it his duty to define
appropriate uses for state funds.36
Unfortunately, Bolling's ability to make the Armory a safe and comfortable
residence for the Public Guard was curtailed through the rest of the decade as major
structural repairs diverted his attention. He brought in stonemasons to repoint the
foundation with hydraulic cement, which finally offered a degree of protection against
the constant flow of water through the building. The sills and uprights supporting the
buffing wheels and the grindstones rotted away and Bolling received permission to
replace them with “stone foundation with a substantial Granite Rock to support a cast
iron span.” The culvert in the west wing breached again. This time, the breach was near
heavy-traffic area and was “liable to be widened every day by the passages of waggons,
drays &c. near it.” That same day the Council of the State authorized Bolling to have the
culvert repaired immediately. While the culvert was being repaired, Bolling also
launched an overhaul of the Armory complex roofs. Carpenters Samuel and John
Freeman installed 4,629 feet of sheeting on the roof during October 1837, which Antoine
Bargamin then covered over with tin. Heavy rains and work on the roof revealed that the
cupola leaked, though the necessary repairs could be done “at some small expense
perhaps as it is composed of tin which many only require a little soldering.”37
36 Bentley's petition could not be found in existing sources.Blair Bolling to Governor Littleton Tazewell, 4
October 1834, Executive Papers of Governor Littleton W. Tazewell, 1834-1836, State Records
Collection, Library of Virginia.
37 Account: Commonwealth of Virginia to John Young, 8 June 1835, Auditor of Public Accounts,
Virginia Manufactory of Arms Records, 1798-1864, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia;
Virginia Council of State Minutes, 25 May 1835, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 35; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 6 June 1835, Virginia Council of State,
Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 47; Blair Bolling to Governor Wyndham Robertson, 18
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Blair Bolling's unyielding advocacy for the preservation and maintenance of the
Armory came to an abrupt end 3 August 1839 when he died at his home in Powhatan
County. Writing to inform the lieutenant governor of this sad news, Lieutenant Brown
revealed how deeply Bolling's attention to buildings had become intertwined with his
reputation. Bolling's “long and faithful services, constant and untiring attention to the
wants, comforts, and well-being of all under his command have earned for his memory
their deep and lasting regrets.” This praise regarding Bolling's attention to his men's
wants and comfort, a distinct tie to his work in turning the industrial spaces in the
Armory into a safe residence, came before Brown's comment on the loss to the Public
Guard and to all who knew him. This sequence of memorialization indicates that the
men of the Guard recognized how much effort Bolling put into his work and were
grateful for his management of their home.38
Blair Bolling transformed the Manufactory of Arms into the Virginia Armory.
He redefined the spaces of the former industrial complex to accommodate the private
quarters of the Public Guard, as well as maintenance and repair operations for the public
arms. He simultaneously dedicated much of his time and attention to ensuring that the
August 1836, Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection,
Library of Virginia. This issue was so pressing that Bolling wrote a special report to the Governor
about it rather than waiting for the monthly report. Blair Bolling to Governor David Campbell, 20
October 1837, Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records
Collection, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 20 October 1837, Virginia Council
of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 103-104; Account: Commonwealth of Virginia to
Samuel & John Freeman, 31 October 1837, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms
Records, 1798-1864, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Account: Commonwealth of
Virginia to Antoine Bargamin, 21 December 1837, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory
of Arms Records, 1798-1864, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Blair Bolling to Governor
David Campbell, 17 February 1838, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records, State
Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 24 March
1838, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 210.
38 Lieutenant Brown to Lieutenant Governor H. L. Hopkins, 12 August 1839, Virginia Commandant of
the Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
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Armory did not collapse in on itself. Through almost two decades of overseeing repairs,
Bolling worked with a variety of craftsmen to create his vision of a safe, habitable, and
comfortable home for the Public Guard. In these interactions, Bolling acted as
intermediary, prioritizing some repairs over others based on the needs of his men,
advocating for particular craftsmen to win a contract based on either the quality of their
estimates or his past experiences with them, or opting to assign the work to members of
the Public Guard. In this role, Bolling effectively interrupted the normal processes of
Richmond's building culture, which relied on men in the building trades to determine the
best course of action for maintaining a structure. To some degree, this was a necessary
interruption, as Bolling could understand better than building tradesmen what the needs
of his men were and what spaces and precautions were necessary to secure those needs.
While Blair Bolling took an active hand in shaping the spaces within the Armory, the
access of craftsmen to it, and the future of the building itself, his successors focused
instead on maintaining a comfortable existence within it.

Private Spaces in Public Buildings
On 31 October 1839, John B. Richardson qualified to the commission of the
Captain of the Public Guard. In between announcing his new position to the governor
and “tendering [his] most grateful acknowledgements for the honor done me,”
Richardson commented on the state of the captain's quarters in the Armory. He found
them “not only very contracted, but in a very bad condition, so much so, that my family
would be very uncomfortably situated to occupy them in their present condition.” It
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seems unlikely that a man as invested in the preservation of the built environment as
Bolling was would allow his own quarters to go to ruin. Bolling, however, had never
tried to lodge his family in the Armory, instead keeping them on his plantation in
Powhatan. The immediacy with which Richardson addressed the unsatisfactory captain's
quarters emphasized the visceral reactions that the built environment could create in
individuals navigating them for the first time. Renovations to the his new quarters were a
pressing issue that Richardson addressed immediately on assuming his new role. He
needed a family home, rather than bachelor's quarters, and the Council of the State
allowed him funds “to make such reasonable repairs and alterations as may be
necessary.”39
During Richardson's short four-year career as Superintendent of Public Edifices
and Commandant of the Public Guard, he focused much of his attention on creating
comfortable and private spaces within the Armory complex. In some situations,
Richardson sought to redefine residential spaces so as to create more privacy for his men
and their families. In other cases, he enabled those men to develop their assigned
residential spaces into something suited the occupant's particular tastes and needs. This
push to personalize the residential areas within the Armory and to create private spaces
correlated with the architectural tastes of the period, which emphasized the separation of
family functions from the outside world. Richardson redefined the state-owned quarters
of the Public Guard as personal spaces, and in doing so countered the generally accepted
tenets of Richmond's building culture that created separate expectations for publicly- and
39 John B. Richardson to Governor David Campbell, 31 October 1839, Virginia Commandant of the
Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of
State Minutes, 31 October 1839, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia,
123.
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privately-owned spaces.40
Richardson spent the majority of his first year as Superintendent of Public
Edifices focusing on the Public Guard's quarters. During the first months of his term, he
tested his authority over the site with small repairs, such as reglazing windows and
procuring new shovels, spades, and brooms for the Guard's use in clearing snow and ice
from around the building. With some successes to his name, Richardson then launched
into extensive repairs of the officers' quarters. The General Assembly appropriated
$1500 for the work.41
While Richardson championed the creation of private spaces within the Armory,
Lieutenant Edward Gay blurred the line between public and personal even further when
he began to renovate his quarters. Lieutenant Gay seemed to have gotten the proverbial
short end of the stick, and occupied an apartment in the top floor of the Armory. He
complained to Richardson in October 1840 that the “portion of the roof of the Armory
under which he is fitting up his quarters leaks so much, that it will be unsafe to plaster
them before the leaks are stopped.” This was a legitimate concern for both Lt. Gay's
comfort and the well-being of the building. Gay's next move, however, indicates a more

40 See: Deborah L. Rotman, “Public Displays and Private Tasks: Ninteenth-Century Landscape
Utilization and Social Relationships at the Morris-Butler House, Indianapolis, Indiana” Midcontinential
Journal of Archaeology 32, no. 1 (Spring 2007), 89-116; Abigail A. van Slyck, “The Lady and the
Library Loafer: Gender and Public Space in Victorian America” Winterthur Portfolio 31, no. 4 (Winter
1996) 221-242; Lynn Walker, “Home Making: An Architectural Perspective” Signs 27, no. 3 (Spring
2003), 823-835;
41 John B. Richardson to Governor David Campbell, 25 November 1839, Auditor of Public Accounts,
Capitol Square Data, Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia; John B.
Richardson to Governor David Campbell, 20 January 1840, Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard
Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Warrant: Samuel and John
Freeman, 1 August 1840, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms Records, 17981864, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Acts Passed at a General Assembly of the
Commonwealth of Virginia, (Richmond: Samuel Shepherd, 1840), 25,
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/njp.32101073363226.

303

personal investment in the space. He agreed to carry “on the improvement of his quarters
by private contract,” presumably to ensure that he was able to do exactly what he wanted
to do with his quarters and would not be subject to Richardson's opinions. Gay requested
a $200 advance out of the appropriation made under an Act of Assembly for repairing the
officers' quarters. Governor Thomas Gilmer agreed to the request, advancing the
required sum “to be applied to repairs of his quarters at the Armory” on the condition he
“render an account of disbursements properly authenticated to the Executive.” The
following February, Gay requested an additional $137.50, the remainder of his portion of
the allocation set aside for renovating the officers' quarters.42
Unfortunately, Richardson lacked the ability to maintain itemized records, so the
extent of the renovations and how they altered the private quarters remains unknown.
Lieutenant Gay's accounts appear nowhere in surviving collections, and the accounts for
the work done by Samuel and John Freeman are sparse. The pair requested a $500
advance in August 1840 and an $450 in October 1840, which Richardson supported
because his quarters were finished and Lt. Brown's were nearly so. Richardson also
noted “more will be due them than this for work already finished.” Two months later,
the Freemans received their final payment of $212.50, “having completed the work done
under the contracts with them for the improvement of the quarters of Lieut. Brown and
myself.” In total, the Freemans earned $1,162.50 for their work, but no record exists of
42 John B. Richardson to Governor Thomas Gilmer, 26 October 1840, Auditor of Public Accounts,
Capitol Square Data, Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia; John B.
Richardson to Governor Thomas Gilmer, 9 November 1840, Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard
Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Warrant: Edward S. Gay, 11
November 1840, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms Records, 1798-1864,
State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Warrant: Edward S. Gay, 1 March 1841, Auditor of
Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms Records, 1798-1864, State Records Collection,
Library of Virginia.
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what they did, how they interacted with the extant structure, or how extensive their
renovations were.43
Throughout 1841, Richardson continued to oversee repairs to the Armory, though
largely of a cosmetic nature and at the behest of the executive and the legislature. The
Council of the State authorized him to make unnamed alterations and repairs in June
1841. To improve the appearance of the parade ground and preserve the cannon,
Richardson ordered the grass removed and sandstone laid its place. He replaced the worn
pulls of the Armory guard room alarm bell. Richardson purchased lime and brushes “for
the purpose of having the usual white washing done to the soldiers quarters and the
Hospital.” These changes, seemingly inspired by Richardson's concern for the health and
well-being of his men, were in fact in response to an act passed by the General Assembly
that required relocating the hospital.44
Throughout his tenure, Richardson continued to pursue repairs within the Guard's
quarters, starting with his own. While altering the Second Auditor's Office, Richardson
“found it necessary to remove a large wooden screen, which is now entirely useless.” He
proposed to repurpose the screen for use in his kitchen, “the door of which is so large and

43 Warrant: Samuel and John Freeman, 31 October 1840, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia
Manufactory of Arms Records, 1798-1864, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Warrant:
Samuel and John Freeman, 31 December 1840, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of
Arms Records, 1798-1864, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
44 Virginia Council of State Minutes, 22 May 1841, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 31; John B. Richardson to Governor John Rutherfoord, 3 September 1841, Auditor
of Public Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of
Virginia; John B. Richardson to Governor John Rutherfoord, 27 September 1841, Auditor of Public
Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia;
John B. Richardson to Governor John Rutherfoord, 29 June 1841, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol
Square Data, Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Virginia Council of
State Minutes, 7 July 1841, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 57;
Acts of the General Assembly of Virginia (Richmond: Samuel Shepherd, 1841), 48-49,
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/njp.32101073363234.
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in such a conspicuous place as to exhibit almost every part of it to the view of all who
come into the Armory.” This request offers one of the most intimate views of the private
quarters inside the Armory. The exact location of Richardson's quarters, and
consequently his kitchen, is unknown, but they were most likely on the ground floor and
in close proximity to an entrance, thus making the kitchen visible to all who entered the
building. The request also gives a sense of Richardson's expectations of privacy.
Though not necessarily a “private” space, a kitchen was nonetheless a space in which
some of the messy, necessary practices of life took place. An additional visual barrier
would provide greater separation between Richardson's quarters and the rest of the
Armory, as well as Richardson's public persona as Captain of the Public Guard and
Supervisor of Public Edifices.45
Though Richardson's interests laid largely in the residential quarters, he did work
to ensure that the Armory as a whole was maintained. Zirah Barnum and William Martin
fixed Lieutenant Brown's porch in early July. In early November, a partition in one of
the chimneys in the soldiers' quarters collapsed, requiring repair before any fires could be
safely lit. Though the soldiers of the Public Guard likely began to feel the chill of fall
creeping in, the Council took over a week to approve the expense of the repairs. They
did not grant authorization to repair the stone coping of the parapet walls requested in the
same letter, despite Richardson's claim that “it [would] save expense by having this work
done as soon as possible.” If the building was not in danger of falling in or burning
down, repairs could be delayed.46
45 John B. Richardson to Governor John Gregory, 14 April 1842, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol
Square Data, Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
46 Virginia Council of State Minutes, 5 July 1842, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library
of Virginia, 39; John B. Richardson to Governor John Gregory, 9 November 1842, Virginia
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Richardson's last year in office was rather uneventful, at least until he died. Early
in 1843, he had to repair the roof after a storm caused it some slight injury. The next
repair was not recorded until August, when one of the trunk lines again broke. In
November, he reported that the fixtures around the grindstone and a fire place needed to
be repaired. The lack of information regarding the state of the Armory and the other
public buildings could reflect Richardson finally achieving some sort of stasis for them,
getting the building to a degree of preservation where it was no longer constantly in
danger of caving in or falling down. It could also reflect a general lack of interest in
recording details for repairs other than those necessary in private spaces. More likely,
the lack of extant reports reflects Richardson's deteriorating health. In November, he was
“again confined by extreme illness” and a month later he “departed this life at a quarter
past 7 oclock morning.”47
During his short time overseeing the Armory, Richardson dedicated the majority
of his attention to facilitating the creation of personal residential spaces for the officers of
the Public Guard. Richardson consistently recorded the most detail in correspondence
regarding the conditions of the officers' quarters, indicating a distinct concern on his part
for enabling his officers to create personal and private spaces within the Armory. While
this concern seldom extended to include the quarters of enlisted men, it did set a
Commandant of the Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia;
Virginia Council of State Minutes, 17 November 1842, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 83; John B. Richardson to Governor John Gregory, 9 November 1842, Virginia
Commandant of the Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
47 Virginia Council of State Minutes, 26 January 1843, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 122; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 25 August 1843, Virginia Council of State,
Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 58; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 10 November 1843,
Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 91; John B. Richardson to
Governor James McDowell, 28 November 1843, Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard Records,
1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
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precedent for the next Commandant of the Public Guard.48

Refashioning the Armory
Charles Dimmock assumed the role of Superintendent of Public Edifices and
Captain of the Public Guard on 13 February 1844. Dimmock was a sound choice for the
position. Born in Massachusetts in 1800, he attended West Point, graduating fifth in his
class before being commissioned as a second lieutenant in the First United States
Artillery in 1821. Dimmock spent the next fifteen years of his career serving at a number
of posts along the eastern seaboard. He resigned from the army in September 1836 to
pursue a career in civil engineering in Virginia. Apparently Dimmock missed some
aspects of the military life, as he joined the Virginia militia in 1840 as a captain. His
combined military and civil engineering experience recommended him for the captaincy
of the Public Guard, as it provided him with the skills necessary to perform every aspect
of the position, from overseeing the Public Guard to ensuring the public buildings
remained in sound condition. None of his predecessors possessed this seemingly perfect
mix of experience.49
Though Dimmock offered a tantalizing collection of skills, he often regarded the
Armory as something meant to serve his personal needs. Throughout his tenure, he
entered into business arrangements that were clear conflicts of interest, but brought him
either financial gain or profitable connections. From 1846 to 1848, Dimmock leased part
48 Richardson dealt with several culvert collapses during his time as Captain of the Public Guard, just as
Bolling had. However, he generally gave these repairs less intensive attention than did his predecessor.
49 Charles Dimmock to Adjutant General Richardson, 13 February 1844, Virginia Commandant of the
Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Dictionary of
Virginia Biography, s.v. “Charles Dimmock,” accessed 8 September 2016,
http://www.lva.virginia.gov/public/dvb/bio.asp?b=Dimmock_Charles.
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of the Armory's grounds, building, and water power to the privately-held Armory Iron
Company, of which he was the secretary until an investigation by the General Assembly
ended the arrangement. Four years later, Dimmock again leased parts of the Armory to a
private milling company and approved the use of state funds for repairs to the leased
property. He was also involved in an auction-fixing scheme, in which he auctioned a
lease for the Armory and awarded it to an agent working on his behalf. This nearly cost
him his position in 1856, but he weathered the storm and was appointed Chief of the
Virginia Ordinance Department in 1861.50
When Dimmock took office, he sought to redefine the spaces within the Armory
as spaces he alone controlled. As such, he mediated the interactions between people and
spaces more heavily than any of his predecessors had, which often led to conflict
between the various interested parties regarding the appropriate use and modification of
rooms in the Armory. By claiming ownership over the spaces under his care, Dimmock
refashioned the Armory into a building that served his wants, rather than one that served
those of the state.
Dimmock began his tenure at the Armory uneventfully. His first official act on
arrival was to examine his new quarters. Unlike Richardson, Dimmock found the
captain's quarters to be satisfactory, requiring only “some painting, this not having been
done as I learn for 5 years.” This reflected a certain fastidiousness on Richardson's part
regarding the maintenance of his residential space. Richardson's scrupulousness
extended to the entire Armory complex as well. The only improvement Dimmock made
during his first year was enclosing a piece of land to turn into a vegetable garden for the
50 Dictionary of Virginia Biography, s.v. “Charles Dimmock,”
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Public Guard. In his annual report at the conclusion of 1844, Dimmock wrote that the
Capitol, the Museum, and the Governor's House were all in good order, while the Boring
Mill was in fair order, having required no expenditures during the previous year.51
During the first three years of Dimmock's tenure, the Armory suffered no major
structural failures and required only a few improvements. In 1845, Dimmock received
approval to erect two small tenements for the use of soldiers' families in late July and two
small cannon sheds in August. For his own quarters, he requested only “some very slight
repairs.” Dimmock justified his request by pointing out that, in the three years he
occupied the quarters, the only improvement it had seen was a new coat of paint.
Additionally, the Dimmock family was “quite large” and the repairs were “quite
necessary for decency.” The lack of repairs during this period correlates to a lack of
conflict regarding ownership of the spaces. Since work at the Armory was limited to
residential spaces, it seems that Dimmock was either secure in his ownership of the
space, such as in his own quarters, or felt that his involvement in the residential spaces of
his guards was inappropriate. The public spaces of the Armory were his domain, not the
private ones.52
The conceptual ownership of public spaces within the Armory became more
51 Charles Dimmock to Adjutant General Richardson, 15 February 1844, Virginia Commandant of the
Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Charles Dimmock to
Governor James McDowell, 18 July 1844, Virginia Governor's Of fice, Executive Papers of Governor
James McDowell, 1843-1845, Accession 43559, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia,
Richmond, Virginia; Charles Dimmock to Governor James McDowell, 30 November 1844, Auditor of
Public Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of
Virginia.
52 Virginia Council of State Minutes, 31 July 1845, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 84; Charles Dimmock to Governor James McDowell, 12 August 1845, Virginia
Commandant of the Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia;
Virginia Council of State Minutes, 13 August 1845, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 92; Charles Dimmock to Attorney General James M. Patten, 28 May 1846, Virginia
Commandant of the Public Guard Records, 1801-1850, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
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complex when individuals sought to refashion a room to fit their needs, rather than
Dimmock's. In 1845, Dimmock made the acquaintance of Reverend William DuVal.
DuVal styled himself a “city missionary,” preaching “at the Armory, to the Public Guard,
their families and the immediate neighborhood, at the Penitentiary or State Prison, at the
Jail, at the City Alms-House, and Hospital.” While Dimmock generally approved of
DuVal and supported his efforts to serve the local community, there were limits to how
much he was willing to invest in the reverend's efforts. Shortly after the two met,
Dimmock agreed to fit up a room in the Armory in which DuVal could preach. On
examining the space, DuVal became “determined to have services in the east wing,
instead of the work-shop.”53
Neither man recorded the exact room in which DuVal preached, but DuVal
refashioned the space by putting found goods to alternate uses. DuVal spent his first few
days at the Armory rearranging his assigned room. He spent “nearly all day at armory, as
on yesterday and the day before. Got nearly through arranging gun-boxes, which are
placed in amphitheater style and make very good seats.” The gun-box amphitheater was
a short-lived arrangement while waiting on the delivery of “benches for the
accommodation of persons attending divine service at the Armory” that Dimmock sought
funding for earlier in the month. Given the purchase of benches and nothing else, the
room then being used for religious services was likely a multipurpose space that
converted into a space for worship whenever necessary.54
DuVal preached in this makeshift room for a year before he requested that the
53 Rev. Cornelius Walker, Memoir and Sermons of the Rev. William Duval, City Missionary, Richmond
(Richmond: J. W. Randolph, 1854), 71, 75, http://hdl.handle.net/2027/nyp.33433082370119.
54 Walker, Memoir and Sermons of the Rev. William Duval, 76; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 11
August 1845, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 91
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second floor of a new proposed gun house be fitted up “that it may be used on the
sabbath as a place of worship, instead of the room now employed for that purpose within
the main building.” DuVal's preference for a dedicated room that did not need to be
reset each week is understandable. Dimmock, however, did not see the necessity of
creating a single-use space. It not only meant sacrificing a useful storage area for gun
supplies, but it also implied that other people could control the redefinition of spaces
within the Armory. Dimmock denied the request.55
A month later DuVal wrote to the governor requesting his support in erecting a
structure purpose-built for religious services on the public ground in front of the Armory.
This too was denied, due philosophically to the long-standing separation of church and
state in Virginia, but practically to the fact that the extant multipurpose space already in
use apparently served the attendees quite well. Dimmock did not entirely discount the
comfort of Armory parishioners, however. In October 1847, he requested “to make use
of that carpeting coming up off the floor of the House of Delegates for the purpose of
making the Armory chapel comfortable.” As long as he maintained control of how
rooms were configured, Dimmock was willing to make the people who used those rooms
as comfortable as he could.56
Dimmock's single greatest challenge to defining spaces and maintaining control
over them came from the Armory Iron Company. On 17 June 1846, the Board of Public
55 William DuVal to Charles Dimmock, 11 September 1846, Virginia Governor's Office, Executive Papers
of Governor William Smith, 1846-1848, Accession 43708, State Records Collection, Library of
Virginia, Richmond, Virginia
56 William DuVal to Governor William Smith, 30 October 1846, Executive Papers of Governor William
Smith, 1846-1848, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Charles Dimmock to Lieutenant
Governor R. Daniel, 18 October 1847, Executive Papers of Governor William Smith, 1846-1848, State
Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
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Works, under authorization from the Legislature, leased water rights and “the basement
room or ground floor of the main western wing of said Armory...and also a portion of the
vacant ground adjoining the west side of the building containing about one half an acre.”
The Board of Public Works also extended to the company “the right to erect such
buildings...as they think proper, provided that in so doing and in conducting their
operations the safety of the public property is not endangered, nor the condition of the
buildings exposed to premature decay.” The partnership existed largely peacefully for
two years.57
In 1848, however, conflicting opinions regarding the use of the leased space
brought Dimmock and Armory Iron Company president Joseph Reid Anderson into
direct conflict. Early in the year, one of the the company's managers asked Dimmock's
permission to “fix the blower for the two heating furnaces to the waterwheel of the
Armory.” Dimmock granted permission provided “the noise of said blower be not
objectionable to those living above said wheel (of which I can know nothing until tried).”
The noise did bother those living above the waterwheel, causing Dimmock to revoke his
permission 31 January. He never told Anderson why he did so, instead cryptically
writing that “for reasons not necessary to state I have thought it best your company
confine itself strictly within the limits provided for in the lease.” Anderson wrote back
immediately, arguing that “no reason for [the permission's] withdrawal is known which
can affect the public interest or that of the officers or soldiers.” Ever the prudent
57 Articles of Agreement: Directors of the Board of Public Works and Charles F. Osborne, 17 June 1846,
Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard, Armory Iron Company Records, 1846-1848, Accession 36728,
State Records Collection, Library of Virginia, Richmond, Virginia. Dimmock served as Secretary for the
Armory Iron Company. Dictionary of Virginia Biography, “Charles Dimmock.” Joseph Reid
Anderson, later of Tredegar, served as President.
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businessman, Anderson went on to point out that the company had a right to use the
waterwheel by virtue of its lease and therefore did not require permission. Furthermore,
Dimmock previously expressed the intention to use that same wheel to run the company's
nail machines. Anderson agreed to abide by the terms of the lease, but not very subtly
pointed out that if the Armory Iron Company had “entered upon and taken possession of
any portion of the public property not belonging to us, [he was] sure the Company
[would] be held blameless, as they have been put in possession of all they hold by
yourself, the agent of the state.”58
This not so gentle reminder prompted Dimmock to send the dispute to the
legislature. He informed Anderson of this in February, noting that the constant running
of the disallowed waterwheel both day and night was “not only injust to those quartering
over the wheel, but virtually [prejudged] the case under dispute.” A letter from Lt.
Edward Gay to Governor William Smith highlights just how “injust” the situation was:
The newly attached machinery of the Armory Iron Company to that of the
States Machinery has only been in operation one night. I here say that such
was the effect from noise and jarring as to disturb my family the whole
night. In order to escape the noise of the Armory Iron Co's works, as at first
constructed, I have been compelled to change my chamber to the interior of
the building and now they seek to use the Machinery of the State
immediately adjacent to me, during the whole night; which as your
Excellency must know could render it anything else than a place of quiet
and repose.
Losing control of the machinery not only impugned Dimmock's ability to oversee the
Armory, but it also inconvenienced the men who lived there. While Dimmock created
58 Charles Dimmock to Joseph Reid Anderson, 18 January 1848, Executive Papers of Governor William
Smith, 1846-1848, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Charles Dimmock to Joseph Reid
Anderson, 31 January 1848, Executive Papers of Governor William Smith, 1846-1848, State Records
Collection, Library of Virginia; Joseph Reid Anderson to Charles Dimmock, 31 January 1848,
Executive Papers of Governor William Smith, 1846-1848, State Records Collection, Library of
Virginia.
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conceptual divisions between generally accessible spaces which he could control and
private residential spaces, the physical reality of the building controverted that separation.
The rooms within the Armory were connected by the structural elements that gave them
dimension. Jarring vibrations moved along beams and across floors, and brick walls and
wooden partitions could not absorb enough of the machinery's noise to block the
incursion of industry into private spaces. The Armory Iron Company's ability to chase Lt.
Gay throughout the building, disturbing his family as they lodged in one set of quarters
and then in another, threw into sharp relief Dimmock's ultimate lack of control over their
activities and use of spaces.59
By the end of October, the dispute was only partially settled. Dimmock wrote to
Attorney General S.S. Baxter regarding the state of the Armory Iron Company's lease as
he prepared his annual report on the condition of the public edifices. Baxter agreed that
the Armory Iron Company exceeded its terms in attempting to use the state's waterwheel
to drive their own machinery. Baxter filed a lawsuit against them, and the company
promptly agreed to abandon use of the waterwheel.60
Unable to control the Armory Iron Company inside the building, Dimmock moved
his battle to the grounds surrounding it. In May 1849, the company erected an additional
furnace “some 15 or 20 feet nearer to the Armory buildings than any heretofore erected...
[and] dangerous to the safety of the public property.” Attorney General Baxter agreed
that such proximity breached the provision of the lease which prevented buildings from
59 Charles Dimmock to Governor William Smith, 21 February 1848, Executive Papers of Governor
William Smith, 1846-1848, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Edward S. Gay to Governor
William Smith, 21 February 1848, Executive Papers of Governor William Smith, 1846-1848, State
Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
60 Charles Dimmock to Governor William Smith, 31 October 1848, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol
Square Data, Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
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being erected within dangerous proximity to the Armory and advised “the appointment of
a commission of competent persons to inquire into the matters.” Dimmock's plan to halt
the construction of these new furnaces backfired when the committee met on 19 May
1849 “with a view to reporting whether the additional furnace...will endanger the public
property at that post.” “After mature deliberation,” the committee determined “that
although the proposed furnace will be nearer the public buildings than either of those
already in operation, yet the contiguity will not be such as to increase materially the
danger...from fire.” Dimmock succeeded the ousting the Armory Iron Company from the
building, but could entirely remove them from the property.61
Dimmock's inability to take full control of the Armory triggered an indifference to
the continued maintenance of the public spaces of the Armory. In his annual report on
1848, he described the buildings as being “generally in sound condition,” with
“walls...firm and substantial and the roofs now free from leaks.” The soundness of the
exterior did not match the state of the interior. “Window frames and facings, doors and
their frames, and interior partitions” were decaying and out of order, though Dimmock
did “not think there [was] a necessity for much, if any repairs.” In his final annual report,
dated 31 October 1850, he reported every building to be in good order.62
61 Charles Dimmock to Governor John B. Floyd, 10 May 1849, Virginia Governor's Office, Executive
Papers of Governor John Buchanan Floyd, 1849-1851, Accession 43924, State Records Collection,
Library of Virginia, Richmond, Virginia; S. S. Baxter to Charles Dimmock, 14 May 1849, Executive
Papers of Governor John Buchanan Floyd, 1849-1851, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia;
Commissioners Report to Governor John B. Floyd, 21 May 1849, Executive Papers of Governor John
Buchanan Floyd, 1849-1851, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia. The Armory Iron
Company survived and maintained a presence on the Armory property for over a year after they lost
their lease. After this definitive victory, however, Dimmock makes no other mention of them. It is most
likely that Anderson merged the Armory Iron Company with the Tredegar Iron Company, which he
purchased April 1848. Encyclopedia Virginia, s.v. “Joseph R. Anderson” accessed 8 September 2016,
http://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/anderson_joseph_reid_1813-1892#start_entry.
62 Charles Dimmock to Governor William Smith, 31 October 1848, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol
Square Data, Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Charles Dimmock to
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Throughout the 1850s, the Armory continued to require repairs and renovations.
Many of the records that exist for this period capture the minute expenses related to
materials purchases and an occasional labor payment, but reveal little about where these
repairs were done or why. Between 1851 and 1860, repairs totaled $4,255.11 and
averaged $607.87. Just over half (51.85%) of the repairs cost twenty dollars or less and
only five repairs cost more than one hundred dollars. The great majority of these repairs
took care of maintenance against the usual wear and tear of the building. New lead
covered the roof, rooms received new coats of paint, new partitions walls were installed,
and rotten scantling and boards replaced.63
In contrast to his attempts to redefine the industrial spaces of the Armory as
spaces completely under his control, Dimmock exercised relatively little authority
regarding the lodgings of the Public Guard. He noted repairs to various quarters
throughout the decade, which allow a deeper examination of the processes through which
individuals refashioned the Armory into a place that met their needs and reflected their
tastes. Repairs to the Armory quarters offer additional insight into how a particular set of
spaces was considered and reconsidered during the 1850s. The general quarters received
various levels of maintenance throughout this period, including being re-plastered in 1851
and 1854 and being repainted in 1852. The officers quarters, however, received much
more attention and that was often directed toward aesthetic improvements and technical
Governor John B. Floyd, Executive Papers of Governor John Buchanan Floyd, 1849-1851, State
Records Collection, Library of Virginia. A new compensation system imposed new duties “onerous in
their character and entirely extra from those required of the Capt. of the Public Guard and
Superintendent of the Armory; and added thereto without any compensation therefore,” which may also
explain the dearth of reporting after this time.
63 The average is calculated based on the seven years for which receipts survive: 1851, 1852, 1853, 1854,
1856, 1857, and 1860. Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms Records, 17981864, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia

317

innovation.64
Renovations to Lieutenant Edward Gay's quarters appear most frequently in the
receipts for this period. Unlike Dimmock, Gay defined his space, not by arguing over
acceptable use within it, but by exerting creative control over it. In 1851, his quarters
received extensive renovations, being painted and grained and having two rooms papered
in June. Gay's use of wallpaper soon spread to the other officers. The following year,
two more rooms in unspecified officers quarters were papered, too. Lieutenant Layne and
Charles Dimmock had their rooms papered in 1860 as well. Though Layne's paper
choices were not specified, Dimmock opted for “gothic oak paper” with an oak border.65
The use of wallpaper in the private quarters of the Armory refashioned those
living spaces into truly domestic spaces. Throughout the nineteenth century, the “home”
gained new conceptual importance as industrial capitalism separated male and female
spheres of influence. While business and industry took men outside their homes to
engage in the capitalist economy, women oversaw the creation of the domestic refuge to
which their husbands could retire at the end of the business day. By the mid-nineteenth
century, fashionable wallpapers heightened this juxtaposition as prints with full curves
and soft forms, echoing a feminine aesthetic, became popular.66
64 Warrant: Peter Hare, 31 May 1851, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms
Records, 1798-1864, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Warrant: Nott & Bevill, 4 March
1852, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms Records, 1798-1864, State Records
Collection, Library of Virginia; Warrant: J. Freeman, 13 July 1854, Auditor of Public Accounts,
Virginia Manufactory of Arms Records, 1798-1864, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
65 Warrant: Nott & Bevill, 21 July 1851, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms
Records, 1798-1864, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Warrant: John F. Regnault, 4
November 1852, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms Records, 1798-1864,
State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Warrant: John F. Regnault, 7 January 1860, Auditor of
Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms Records, 1798-1864, State Records Collection,
Library of Virginia.
66 Catherine Lynn, Wallpaper in America: From the Seventeenth Century to World War I (New York: W.
W. Norton & Company, Inc. for The Barra Foundation/Cooper-Hewitt Museum, 1980), 164-180;
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Given the construction of women as consumers and domestic designers, Mrs. Gay
and Mrs. Dimmock may well have encouraged their husbands to seek funding for the new
wall treatments. If so, they became active agents not only in the design of their own
homes, but also in once more refashioning the private living spaces of the Armory.
Bolling occupied the captain's quarters, but did not turn them into a family home as his
wife and children remained on the family plantation. The Richardsons used the quarters
as a family home, but emphasized creating a comfortable space wherein domestic
activities could be kept out of site from non-family members. The Gays, the Dimmocks,
and the Laynes, however, pulled their quarters into a wider conversation about the
creation of appropriate domestic spaces. In doing so, they fashioned homes within the
Armory as previous occupants had never been able to do. By insisting on the visible
markers of domesticity, these families conceptually divorced their quarters from the
industrial spaces that surrounded them.
Lieutenant Gay or his wife continued to reappoint their quarters every few years.
They were partially repainted and re-plastered in 1854. Two years later, several hearths
in the armory were repaired and relaid with new grates. Bricklayers Woodson and Hall
itemized the repairs done to Lt. Gay's quarters as they were the single most expensive
repairs done. In 1860, Gay replaced his Woodson and Hall grate with a “large grate with
fender, claw & box.”67
Beverly Gordon, “Woman's Domestic Body: The Conceptual Conflation of Women and Interiors in the
Industrial Age” Winterthur Portfolio 31, no. 4 (Winter 1996), 281-301; Lynn Walker, “Home Making:
An Architectural Perspective” Signs 27, no. 3 (Spring 2003), 823-835; Sally McMurry, “City Parlor,
Country Sitting Room: Rural Vernacular Design and the American Parlor, 1840-1900” Winterthur
Portfolio 20, no. 4 (Winter 1985), 261-280; Jan Jennings, “Controlling Passion: The Turn-of-theCentury Wallpaper Dilemma” Winterthur Portfolio 31, no. 4 (Winter 1996), 243-264.
67 Warrant: Samuel Y. Landrum, 20 February 1854, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of
Arms Records, 1798-1864, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Warrant: Woodson & Hall,
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The most notable renovations to the Gays' quarters also pushed innovation within
the Armory, producing residential spaces that were both fashionable and forward
thinking. Antoine Bargamin installed ninety feet of gas pipe with a “metro connection”
between May and June 1851. Gas light was still new in Richmond at this time. The city
adopted an ordinance in 1849 to create a “Committee on Light” tasked with the
construction of “suitable works for the manufacture and distribution of carbureted
hydrogen gas from bituminous coals for the purpose of illumination through the streets,
lanes, and alleys of the city.” In 1851, the gas works began operation and the Gays
became some of the earliest adopters of this new technology. The short length of pipe
indicates that this was likely an experimental connection in only part of the building,
meant to test the efficiency of a new technology before going to the expense of installing
it throughout the Armory. Gas lighting next appears in the receipts in February 1853,
when Charles D. Yale, installer of “patent gas works put up in town or country – wrought
iron, cast iron and lead pipe always,” examined the gas fixtures in Lt. Gay's quarters.
This examination apparently concluded the experiment with gas lighting, and rather
successfully. Between March and April, Antoine Bargamin returned twice, installing
additional pipes and a new four-light chandelier. The bill does not specify where these
items were installed. Lieutenant Gay might have expanded the gas light available in his
quarters or the chandelier might have been installed in a more public room in the Armory.
28 October 1856, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms Records, 1798-1864,
State Records Collection, Library of Virginia. Woodson and Hall took up and relaid Gay's hearth for
three dollars and cleaned his flue for five dollars. Between these two is a line item for pulling down
and rebuilding a chimney for twenty-five dollars, which by its position between Lt. Gay items suggests
it was done in his quarters, though that is not specified. Lieutenant Layne also had two hearths
replaced, but that work totaled only four dollars. Warrant: Samuel D. Denoon, 25 January 1860,
Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms Records, 1798-1864, State Records
Collection, Library of Virginia.
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Whichever was the case, Gay played a distinct role in bringing new technologies to the
Armory.68
Other innovations sprang from necessity, and were then adapted by the Gays for
their own comfort. During a large bout of illnesses at the Armory in 1852, Dimmock
requested additional funds and permission to “put up a fixture similar to those at the
Capitol.” The “fixture” referenced may have been the public necessary on the Capitol
Square, though it was decommissioned in 1839. The structure boasted seven seats, with
lids, partitions between, and doors to offer privacy. More importantly, it sat over a
culvert, so effluence washed away. Dimmock commissioned some variation on this
structure, as carpenter Samuel Freeman built a pair of steps and a door for it, as well as
repairing the floor.69
68 Warrant: G. & A. Bargamin, 23 July 1851, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms
Records, 1798-1864, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia. The committee purchased two lots
on Cary St between 15th and 16th St as the site of the gas works. Operations began in 1851 with 627
private users which increased to 937 in the second year, out growing the plant in only two years. With no
room for to expand, the Committee recommended the purchase of a site near Rockett's Landing that would
become Fulton Gas Works. The Fulton Plant took over production on 5 October 1856. City of Richmond
Department of Public Utilities, Story of the Gas Works and Annual Report (Richmond: City of Richmond
Department of Public Utilities, 1935) cited in Jeff Eastman, “Fulton Gas Works Site Development Plan for
the National Slavery Museum in Richmond, Virginia,” (Virginia Commonwealth University, 2008), 10;
Warrant: Charles D. Yale, 16 July 1853, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms
Records, 1798-1864, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Warrant: Charles D. Yale, 11
January 1860, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms Records, 1798-1864, State
Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Warrant: G. & A. Bargamin, 20 July 1853, Auditor of Public
Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms Records, 1798-1864, State Records Collection, Library of
Virginia. Baltimore was the first U.S. city to have gaslight, beginning in 1816. Starting in the northeast
and gradually spreading throughout the country, cities followed the examples of Baltimore and New
York, building municipal gas works to light their cities. In the South, Louisville and New Orleans were
the earliest adopters of gaslight, opening their gas works in 1832. Charleston followed in 1846, and
then Savannah (1849), Nashville (1850), Memphis, Montgomery, and Macon (1852), and Atlanta and
Washington, D.C. (1855). While Richmond was not the first southern city to offer access to gas light, it
nevertheless offered the new technology fairly early in its widespread adoption. Donald W. Linebaugh,
Nancy O'Malley and Jeanie Duwan, “'A Brilliant and Pleasant Light': Investigating the Springfield Gas
Machine System at Ashland, the Henry Clay Estate, Lexington, Kentucky” Historical Archaeology 34,
no. 4 (2000), 82-101; Jeffrey Alan Owens, “Georgia By Gaslight: Glimpses of Macon From the Letters
of the City Gas Light Superintendent, 1859-1862” The Georgia Historical Quarterly 73, no. 3 (Fall
1992), 675-694.
69 Charles Dimmock to Governor Joseph Johnson, 7 July 1852, Virginia Governor's Office, Executive
Papers of Governor Joseph Johnson, 1852-1855, Accession 44076, State Records Collection, Library of

321

This request for managed and convenient plumbing took some effect within the
walls of the Armory as well, and Gay again seems to have been the leading adopter of it.
In October 1852, just a few months after Dimmock requested an Armory necessary, T. L.
Breckenridge visited the Armory to “repair a [murk/mark] in Lt. Gay's water closet.” A
year later, Breckenridge returned to repair an unspecified water closet. Bargamin stopped
another leak in a water closet, in addition to installing a stop and waste cock, laying
eighty-one feet of lead pipe, and putting up a wash stand in 1853. Gay's private water
closet apparently proved another successful venture and a second one was installed. That
second water closest likely went into Dimmock's quarters, as Bargamin returned in 1857
to repair water pipes in his and Lt. Gay's quarters.70
During Dimmock's tenure as Captain of the Public Guard and Superintendent of
Public Edifices, the Armory became a conceptually fragmented structure. Dimmock
fought for control of spaces that he considered part of his domain, even when he had
contractually released direct ownership of those rooms to outside organizations. Once
those partnerships dissolved and the Armory came fully under Dimmock's control once
Virginia, Richmond, Virginia; Blair Bolling to Governor John Floyd, 11 November1830, Auditor of
Public Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of
Virginia; Blair Bolling to Governor John Floyd, 5 April 1831, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol
Square Data, Records, State Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Blair Bolling to
Governor John Floyd, 30 July 1832, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records, State
Government Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Lt. Brown to Governor David Campbell, 21
October 1839, Auditor of Public Accounts, Capitol Square Data, Records, State Government Records
Collection, Library of Virginia; Warrant: Samuel Freeman, 15 December 1853, Auditor of Public
Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms Records, 1798-1864, State Records Collection, Library of
Virginia.
70 Warrant: J. B. Breckenridge, 1 October 1852, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of
Arms Records, 1798-1864, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Warrant: J. B. Breckenridge,
5 October 1853, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms Records, 1798-1864,
State Records Collection, Library of Virginia; Warrant: G. & A. Bargamin, 20 July 1853, Auditor of
Public Accounts, Virginia Manufactory of Arms Records, 1798-1864, State Records Collection,
Library of Virginia; Warrant: G. & A. Bargamin, 16 July 1857, Auditor of Public Accounts, Virginia
Manufactory of Arms Records, 1798-1864, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia.
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more, new fissures appeared that created clearer demarcations between industrial and
domestic spaces within the building. Whether the work of the Public Guard officers or of
their wives, the addition of wallpaper, gas light, and indoor plumbing marked their
quarters as spaces apart from the working world of the Armory. Though the Public
Guard and their families had been living in the building for over thirty years, these
renovations refashioned makeshift quarters into proper homes through the labor of men in
the building trades.

Despite the Public Guard occupying the building and artisans working within it,
once decommissioned the Armory slowly slid into decay. Half-hearted repair attempts
and too-small appropriations slowly allowed “an institution which was once the pride &
boast of Virginia & from which she derived such beneficial effects...[to] be surrendered
to its fate, & sink into ruins.”71
The onset of the Civil War brought some hope for the Armory. The building was
sound enough to serve as a repository for the machinery and materials transferred from
Harpers Ferry in 1861. Significant renovations took place shortly thereafter, and the
building once again resumed its original purpose of manufacturing weapons for the
Confederacy. The Virginia Manufactory of Arms, transformed into the Richmond
Armory, stood until 3 April 1865, when it was completely gutted by the Evacuation Fire
(Figure 43). Following the war, the western side of the center building was rebuilt and
once again served as the quarters for the Public Guard until 1869, when the Guard was
disbanded. The unoccupied building stood on the bank of the James River, slowly
71 Cromwell, The Virginia Manufactory of Arms, 152.
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decaying, for another three decades.72
Three men held primary responsibility for the care and maintenance of the
Virginia Manufactory of Arms: Blair Bolling, John Richardson, and Charles Dimmock.
Each of them took different approaches to the management of the property's physical
assets. Bolling bordered on fanatically enacting repairs whenever something went awry
and detailed the deteriorating conditions of the building. His attention to the structural
integrity of the building likely contributed its continued existence more than any other
individual. By comparison, Richardson seemed less interested in documenting the
conditions of the building and more interested in renovating private quarters into
comfortable apartments, showing both concern for the men under his command and
recognition that the building in which they lived was less than satisfactory. Charles
Dimmock, the man with the most architectural knowledge via his engineering education,
showed little concern for the building as it stood. Instead, he sought to control the use of
rooms within in the Armory as no superintendent had before. This signaled ownership of
the building, rather than stewardship, and reinforced Dimmock's position as a military
and engineering authority. The officers and their wives mimicked this sense of
ownership, redecorating and renovating their private quarters to create fashionable and
cutting edge domestic enclaves in an industrial building.
These different approaches to maintaining a piece of the built environment
highlight the complex interactions between individuals and structures. Though none of
these men practiced the building trades, they nonetheless influenced those trades by

72 Virginia produced a limited number of modified Model 1855 rifle-muskets here before leasing it to the
Confederate government on 23 August 1861. Cromwell, The Virginia Manufactory of Arms, 148-153.
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requesting their services to repair or renovate particular spaces within the Armory. The
Captains of the Public Guard held different understandings of the building and how it was
to be used, and therefore interacted with it differently than did men well-versed in
Richmond's building culture. Bolling, Richardson, and Dimmock understood the dangers
of failing materials and the allure of comfort, but not the complex rules that governed the
how knowledge and building materials were assembled into a finished structure. As
consumers of the space, Bolling, Richardson, and Dimmock redefined the spaces within
the Armory as they sought to transform the Armory from an industrial complex into one
that housed state functions, private enterprise, and domestic havens.
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Figure 40
F. W. Beers, Illustrated Atlas of the City of Richmond, VA
(Richmond: F. W. Beers, 1877)
Library of Congress
The Armory sat just between the James River and Kanawha Canal and the James River
itself. This gave it easy access to substantial amounts of water power, as well as river
transportation. During its third life as the Richmond Arsenal during the Civil War, this
location also proved to be convenient to the Confederate Labs on Browns Island.
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Figure 41
Charles Dimmock, Drawing of the Armory, 1846
Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard, Armory Iron Company Records, 1846-1848,
Accession 36728, State Records Collection, Library of Virginia, Richmond, Virginia.
While wooing the Armory Iron Company, Dimmock prepared the above drawing,
illustrating the position of the Armory's waterwheels along the western culvert. Not
included is a third fall to power the machinery at the Boring Mill and Foundry. While
powerful, these culverts and wheels produced a fragile ecosystem within the Armory, as
they broke and leaked regularly, creating damp conditions in which posts rotted, floors
sunk, and rooms flooded.
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Figure 42
Edward Beyer, “View from Gables Hill, Richmond, Va.”
Lithograph, 1857
Virginia Historical Society
Beyer captured an idyllic view of the Armory. Almost sixty years old, the Armory
required a great deal of time and investment to keep it standing. The descriptions given
by the men in charge of caring for it often present a very different picture than Beyer's.
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Figure 43
Alexander Gardner, “Richmond, Va. Ruins of the State Arsenal from the Canal”
Photograph, 1865
Library of Congress
Housing arms and ordinance, the Armory was a key target in the Evacuation Fire. While
the Confederacy ensured that Union forces would not gain access to the materials within,
they destroyed a building that generations of men had called home. The Armory would
be partially rebuilt following the war, but was never again the majestic building John
Clarke envisioned.
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Chapter 7
William O. George: The Antebellum Evolution of Richmond's Building Trades
Sir,
Take notice that at the expiration of the current year of your
tenancy of the (Here describe accurately the demised premises) when shall
expire next after the end of (three or six months as the case may be) from
the date of this notice. You are hereby required to quit the said premises
and to deliver to me the possession of the same (Here the exact date of the
notice)
Yrs Resptly.
William O. George, undated1
One hundred years after Richmond became a city, William O. George embarked
upon a career in the building trades. Both the city and its building culture had changed
substantially in that century. The previous generation of building tradesmen, including
William's uncle Reuben, worked by contract, executing their commissions in the
appropriate workmanlike manner, putting up their personal bonds to secure completion of
the contract, and submitting to inspections by committees of their peers to determine the
appropriate valuation of their work. In contrast, William George developed his
Richmond properties as speculative investments and interacted with craftsmen as paid
subordinates, rather than peers. He hired carpenters, simply revoking their contracts if
their work was not satisfactory, and submitted his properties to inspection by only his
tenants and himself. Throughout his thirty-three year career, George bought and
developed a variety of urban residential properties, creating for himself a collection of
real estate holdings that gave him the economic stability to branch out into other areas of

1 William O. George, undated, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, Accession 24642, City of Richmond
Circuit Court Records, Local Government Records Collection, The Library of Virginia, Richmond, Va.
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business as well. George's career centered on his ability to successfully interact with
labor markets, the lumber market, and Richmond's real estate market. Industrialization
and the growth of capitalism changed how individuals operated within these markets and
how the markets interfaced with one another. Such shifts rewrote the rules of
Richmond's building culture, bringing in new materials and creating new relationships
among men who made their livelihoods through buildings.

Starting Out
William Orville George was born 28 February 1811 in Henrico County to Major
Byrd George and his second wife Catherine Wilson. Unlike the previous generations of
his family, no evidence indicates that William learned or actively practiced any of the
building trades. During the years he would have served an apprenticeship, he attended
the College of William and Mary, taking courses in mathematics, morals, and chemistry.
However, familial education prior to his time at William and Mary might have given him
the skills necessary to participate in the building trades after he graduated. Cousin Lewis
George’s mathematical practice book survives, filled with word problems which draw on
skills necessary for the building trades: “A House to be plank’d which is 24 F. long
below and 16 F. 10 Inc. wide and 22 F. long above and 14 F. 9 Inc. wide. How many feet
of planks will it take to lay both floors;” “A painter hath done a pillar of 6 F 3 Inc. in
Circumference and 14 F 9 Inc. long. Demand how many square yards of painting;” and,
“Suppose a sawyer saws 11 joists 17 F. long 4 Inc. wide 6 Inc. deep. I demand how
many feet did he saw.” If William received the same home education as his cousin, he
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was well-prepared to undertake the practical geometry of building, if not the actual 04
practice of carpentry.2
During the early years of his adulthood, George showed little inclination toward a
profession. The majority of his record keeping dates to after his father's death in 1836.
Prior to that, what remains from George's life is a small collection of letters discussing
the deaths of family members, reports from friends living in Cincinnati and Memphis
regarding their adventures in the world, and gossip about pretty girls. Tucked among the
personal correspondence is a recommendation letter from James Winston, certifying that
George “promptly and cheerfully executed to my entire satisfaction every request made
of him.” In addition, George “fully and accurately settled up all cash and other
transactions made for us.” Though it spoke highly of his abilities as a subordinate,
George never used the recommendation, instead forging his own path.3
The death of William's father, Byrd George, in December 1836 served as a major

2 “George Family Genealogical Notes,” George Family Papers, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records,
Library of Virginia; Two-monthly Report, College of William and Mary, 9 May 1831, George Family
Papers, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia; Two-monthly Report, College of
William and Mary, 6 July 1831, George Family Papers, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records,
Library of Virginia. During these terms, William O. George was approximately twenty years old, and
age at which, had he been apprenticed, he would have had one year left in his indenture. According to
Lewis George’s work, it would take 728 feet 6 inches of plank to floor both floors; the painter painted
10 square yards and an additional 2 feet 2 inches; and the sawyer sawed 155 feet 10 inches. Lewis
George Mathematics Exercise Book, George Family Papers, Virginia Historical Society, Richmond.
3 Lewis George to William Orville George, 21 August 1832, George Family Papers, City of Richmond
Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia; Thomas Winston to William Orville George, 12 February
1835, George Family Papers, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia; George
Winston to William Orville George, 17 January 1836,George Family Papers, City of Richmond Circuit
Court Records, Library of Virginia; G. W. Goode to William Orville George, 29 September 1833,
George Family Papers, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia; James Winston
Recommendation, 24 December 1832, George Family Papers, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records,
Library of Virginia. James Winston appears in The Richmond Directory, Register, and Almanac for
1819 with separate residential and office addresses listed, but does not indicate a profession. Between
the office address and his references regarding the word George did for him, George may plausibly
worked as a clerk for Winston. The Richmond Directory, Register and Almanac for 1819 (Richmond:
John Maddox, 1819) 75.
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turning point in the young man's life. Though William shared executor duties with his
older brothers John and Miles, this role gave him access to the assets held by his father's
estate. From the start of his career, George leveraged those assets to help him secure the
supplies and the capital necessary to develop urban properties. For example, George had
access to farms in at least three counties, including “The Saw Pits” in Henrico.
Agricultural holdings offered some financial protections against a slow real estate market
by diversifying his property portfolio and creating multiple income streams00. They also
secured his place as a property owner in a society that was rapidly coming to include
more European and northern immigrants than Richmond had previously seen.4
Ensuring he could support himself in times of a poor crop yield or a real estate
bubble burst was a sound strategy for the young man, as Richmond was only beginning
its economic recovery in 1837. While the rest of the country headed toward a depression,
Richmond saw the first signs of growth since the collapse of its real estate market twenty
years earlier. Following the War of 1812, speculative demand drove property prices to
between two and ten times their previous assessments. The city’s landscape changed as
“steep hills were leveled or graded… and new towns or extensions of the old were tacked
on in every direction.” Hopeful entrepreneurs founded new enterprises: hotels, stores,
glass works, a sugar house, and a shot tower, among others. When payments came due,
however, speculators found themselves short of specie and resold their former properties
for half of what they had paid. The tax-value of buildings was cut in 1819 and halved
again in 1820. After this collapse, Richmond’s development slowed almost a stand still.
4 “George Family Genealogical Notes,” George Family Papers, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records,
Library of Virginia; Account of Sales in Richmond, New Kent, & Saw Pits, 1837, George Family
Papers, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia.
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Between 1827 and 1835, only between ten and thirty new buildings were erected each
year, with an annual average of twenty-one. Though this depressed real estate market
offered low entry costs, George still had to the acquire the capital necessary to begin to
his career. To do that, he looked to leverage an asset he already held: slaves.5

The Slave Labor Market: Hired Out
Though actively involved in real estate development, George maintained a only
small carpentry shop and owned only a few slaves trained in the building trades. Rather
that building a corps of skilled slaves that could function autonomously throughout
Richmond to build and repair properties, George used his enslaved laborers to generate
capital by hiring them out. This not only freed George from financial responsibility for a
large number of individuals throughout the year, but also generated a substantial income,
which he could either invest in developing new properties or use as a buffer against a
slow real estate market and vacant rentals.6
William George kept detailed records of the family's slaves between 1836 and
1841. Given that he shared executorship with his two older brothers and that the family
held land in at least three counties, difficulties arise in ascribing any particular decisions
to George as an individual, rather than as a representative of his family. George

5 Samuel Mordecai, Richmond in By-Gone Days (Richmond, VA: George M. West, 1856), 219-220;
Mary Winfield Scott, Houses of Old Richmond (Richmond, VA: Valentine Museum, 1941), 246-247,
270. Comparison is not currently possible between this rate of building and rates before or after this
period.
6 For work on slave hiring practices, see: Jonathan D. Martin, Divided Mastery: Slave Hiring in the
American South (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004); Midori Takagi, “Rearing Wolves to
Our Own Destruction” (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1999); John J. Zaborney, Slaves
for Hire: Renting Enslaved Laborers in Antebellum Virginia (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University
Press, 2012).
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compiled “A List of Negroes belonging to B. George and Hired Out” in 1836, in which
he named approximately 116 individuals, at least twenty of which were children. Sixtytwo men and thirty-four women dispersed across Richmond and Henrico, New Kent, and
Caroline Counties. George included little demographic information about the enslaved
men and women he hired out, making it difficult to discern what, if any, skills they
possessed. Only three slaves had their occupations defined, and then only to differentiate
them from other slaves with a shared name. Maria was a cook, unlike Maria Senior. One
Tom was a screwman and the other Tom a sawyer. The places to which these slaves
were hired offers some additional insights into their skills. Gilbert, Mike, Lewis, Dick,
and Jack Toast all were “At Saw Pits,” while Charles, Claiborn, David, Abb, Abner,
Rollins, Hannah, Maria Senior, Betsy and her three children, Rebecca and her five
children, Martha, and Milly went to the “Saw Pit Farm.” Gabriel, York, and John only
had the note “sawyers” for their placement, indicating that they may have been a fairly
mobile trio, hired out by the job rather than by the year.7
It seems none of the slaves hired out in 1836 possessed the depth of skills
necessary to participate in the construction process. They did provide a vital link in the
supply chain, though. With at least nine sawyers in the George family holdings, William
George began his career with the ability to source and supply lumber on his own, which
undoubtedly lowered his investment costs and increased his profit margins as he set out
to begin developing residential properties. He not only owned sawyers, but also had
access to saw pits, allowing him to determine the rate of production needed for his
7 Twice George included “& children” without specifying the number. “A List of Negroes Belonging to
B. George and Hired Out for the year 1836,” George Family Papers, City of Richmond Circuit Court
Records, Library of Virginia.
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projects and subsequently control costs to an even greater degree.
The records for 1837, the year after George's father died, split the hires between
those contracts made by Miles and Lewis George, William's older half-brothers, and
those made through William. Placing slaves at the saw pits apparently did not yield the
results anticipated, as all the sawyers were hired out to private individuals that year.
Claiborn likely maintained his position as sawyer, as he was hired by lumber dealer R. H.
Whitlock. The enslaved individuals George hired out on his own included none of the
sawyers, though if he received the fees from the contracts he made, the work of seventeen
men and women netted him $1,308 in income for the year.8
The Georges divided their father's slaves in January 1838, though William George
did not claim any of the sawyers his father owned. Catherine George, Byrd's widow,
took possession of most of the men who two years prior seemed to be most involved in
lumber production. Abner, Claiborn, Gabriel, and York went to her in in 1838, along
with a man named John, whose entry carries the notation of “sawyer.” Dick and Mike
went to Miles George, Charles and Gilbert to John Tate, and Lewis and Jack to John
George. William instead preferred slaves who could yield capital rather than material
returns. For the second year in a row, George made no mention of the Saw Pit Farm in
his hiring lists, indicating that the family may have shuttered or rented out the property.
He did, however, earn $706 renting his inherited slaves to a variety of private individuals
and at least one company.9
8 Ellyson's Business Directory and Almanac, For the Year 1845 (Richmond: H. K. Ellyson, 1845), 64;
“Hires of Negroes for the Year 1837,” George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit
Court Records, Library of Virginia.
9 “The Division of the Negroes of Byrd George decd mad the 1st of January 1838,” George Family
Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia; “A List of Negro
Hires of 1838,” George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of
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George's list of slave hires for 1839 lacks the clear demarcations between the
different George men's enslaved laborers that the previous years had. His mother's
accounts remain separately listed and she continued to control the majority of the men
who had some association with sawing. The remainder of the list includes hired-out
slaves in no particular order. This may be due to William George's skill in negotiating
profitable hires or to the simple fact that the other beneficiaries simply preferred to to let
George handle these particular matters. However George ended up with the task, he
accomplished it well and secured for at least his mother and himself, if not his brothers as
well, the sum of $2,673.50.10
Catherine George's death in 1839 marked another shift in ownership and recordkeeping. Once again, William George came into possession of slaves not previously
associated with the building trades. Sawyers Gabriel and Claiborn went to John Tate,
while Miles George inherited sawyer York. It may be that the slaves George owned at
that point, including Big Albert, John, William, Moses, Ned, and Spencer possessed the
levels of skills he needed as he began to build his business. If such was the case, the care
and maintenance of additional, but less skilled, laborers may have seemed too much of an
economic burden.11
For the next two years, George continued to manage the family's slave holdings,
hiring out twenty-seven individuals, while keeping twelve, including five children, for his
own use. The 1840 census captured George as the sole free white individual in a
Virginia.
10 “Hires of Negroes for the Year 1839,” George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit
Court Records, Library of Virginia.
11 “Division of the Dower Slaves of Catherine George,” George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of
Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia.
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household totaling thirteen people, and confirmed his own records. The enslaved
residents of George's household included three male slaves and three female slaves under
the age of 10, three males slaves between 10 and 23, one male slave and one female slave
between 24 and 35, and one female slave between ages 36 and 54. Correlating ages and
sexes, it is most likely that Rebecca and her five children, Polly and her son Henry,
Amos, Moses, and Ned resided with their master. George never recorded the ages of his
slaves, making it difficult to determine how long these men may have been practicing any
craft skills they had. One disparity arises when comparing George's notes to the census
data. While the census records an additional man, George notes an additional female
slave named Caroline for the first time in 1840.12
The 1841 list of hired slaves offers more information than any of the previous
ones. The George saw pits opened once more, and became home to Amos, Moses, Polly
and her two children, and Rebecca and her five children. George kept Lucy and her child
at his residence, along with Caroline, John, and Ned Thomas, a new acquisition. George
hired out an additional twenty-four men and women, though it remains unclear whether
he did this on behalf of his siblings or if these were individuals he owned. If the latter
was the case, these men and women earned $1783.50 for the their labors over the course
of the year.13
Whether or not William George was the sole recipient of the hire fees for the
12 “A List of Negro Hire for the Year 1840,” George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit
Court Records, Library of Virginia. This is the first time Caroline appears in George's Records. Ned
Thomas died in 1840. “William O. George” Year: 1840; Census Place: Henrico, Virginia; Roll: 561;
Page: 250; Image: 540; Family History Library Film: 0029687, Ancestry.com, 1840 United States
Federal Census [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2010.
13 “List of Negro Hire for 1841,” George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court
Records, Library of Virginia.
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slaves he recorded between 1836 and 1841, the income generated from their work or their
sale cushioned him against fluctuations in the Richmond real estate market. Their labor
also provided him with the capital necessary to purchase properties around the city and
pay white craftsmen to erect structures upon them. George infrequently sold his slaves in
order to raise capital as well, as he apparently sought to build his income potential rather
than diminish it. Between 1839 and 1850, George sold only thirteen slaves. Some were
vestiges of his inheritance, such as Iverson, Polly's son Henry, and Rebecca's son Israel,
while others were sold on behalf of family members. These sales provided a ready
infusion of capital to support George's real estate development throughout the 1840s,
earning him in whole or some part of $5,042.36.14
One slave, Ned Thomas, stands out from the others George owned. Thomas first
appeared on the 1841 list, as part of George's household. When Thomas died, George
recorded the event as “Ned Thomas (carpenter) died on the 8th day of July 1849.” Five
months previously, George conducted an inventory of Thomas' tool chest, identifying
ninety-eight tools within it (Figure 44). As a carpenter working for George, Thomas had
access to a variety of tools necessary to perform a wide array of work. The hewer's axe
aided in transforming round logs into square timbers. Two jack planes, two fore planes,
and one jointer plane trimmed boards down to appropriate dimensions, making them
plane and true. Thomas also carried a plough plane, a rabbit plane, a sash plane, two sets
of tongue and groove places, three bead planes, and two moulding planes, giving him the
ability to create a variety of shapes on the edges of the wood with which he worked and
14 Henry and Israel were likely nearly adolescence if not adulthood at the time of their sales in 1849 and
1851. “A List of Negroes Sold,” George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court
Records, Library of Virginia.
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execute a variety of joinery. Saws, old and new, tenon and key, enabled him to work in a
variety of scales, cutting material to dimension, cutting joints to fit, or cutting decorative
elements into his work. Chisels, screw drivers, gauges, squares, bits and braces,
compasses, whet stones, and awls rounded out the rest of his kit. Provided he knew how
to appropriately use each and every one of these tools, Thomas could easily cross and
recross the porous line between carpentry and joinery as practiced in Virginia. In a
period where free white craftsmen were becoming increasingly specialized, Thomas
worked within the older building culture of Virginia, developing a wide array of skills
that were signaled by his use of specialized tools to demonstrate his mastery of those
skills.15
Unfortunately, little exists that reveals how George directed Thomas to put his
skills in the building trades to use. He likely executed repairs on George's buildings,
such as when Bissel and Candlish wrote to George requesting immediate repairs to their
warehouse roof lest the corn they had stored there be ruined. Thomas could be easily
dispatched with a tool tote to undertake repairs in such circumstances.16
Following Thomas' death, it seems that George continued to own slaves trained in
the building trades. A penciled note on the list of Thomas' tools records that George got
“one new jack plane” on 6 November 1854. The purchase indicates that another slave
within George's household inherited Thomas' chest and continued to work as a carpenter
15 “List of Negro Hire for 1841,” George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court
Records, Library of Virginia; “A List of Deaths of Servants,” George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City
of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia; T. A. Boatwright & Ryan C. Rubio, With a
Hammer in My Hand (SLG Publishing, 2011); Donna J. Rilling, Making Houses, Crafting Capitalism:
Builders in Philadelphia, 1790-1850 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001), 129-162.
16 Bissell and Candlish to William O. George, 13 October 1846, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City
of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia.
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for George's properties. The following year, T. Nelson Claiborne of Culpepper County
wrote to George, “having heard…that you wished to purchase a negro man or boy I think
to put at the Carpenters trade.” Claiborne was anxious to “commence the mercantile
business” and would “consequently have to dispose of one or two of my servants.” It is
unclear whether any of Claiborne’s twelve or fifteen slaves had any prior carpentry
experience or if Claiborne was simply hoping to raise some quick capital to fund his
mercantile venture by selling off surplus labor. George's interest points to a continuous
ownership of at least one enslaved craftsman who possessed the craft knowledge
necessary to train, assess, and supervise additional slaves not yet schooled in the building
trades.17
Though the George family still owned enslaved sawyers as late as 1841, William
George occasionally hired sawyers when necessary. George paid John Ellis several times
throughout the course of 1844 and 1845 for “timber hewed and sawed by me for him on
his land.” While hewing a round log square requires only a single laborer, sawing timber
needs at least two. Ellis' account masks the presence of at least one other laborer, likely a
slave. Another account strikes an even clearer chord: “James and Dixon two negro men
belonging to Wm. New of New Kent county” sawed and hewed together 6,031 feet of
timber in 1845, for which their owner was paid $51.26. Sent out to fell, hew, and saw
timber for market, this pair likely enjoyed the short-lived autonomy working in the woods
17 Though it seems unlikely that George had the years of experience necessary, he nevertheless oversaw
the successful construction of dozens of buildings throughout his career. Interestingly, though George
is listed in the city directories throughout the 1850s, he never lists a profession. Receipt from Thomas
Williams 2 February 1853, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court
Records, Library of Virginia; Receipts from Thomas Williams 27 June, 31 October, 11 November, 22
November, and 7 December 1854, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court
Records, Library of Virginia; T. Nelson Claiborne to William O. George, 15 January 1855, George
Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia.
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gave them.18
George continued to rely on the slave labor throughout the 1850s. While he gave
no occupation in the 1850 census, he supported a household that included none but him
and ten slaves. Five of the slaves were men between the ages of twenty and forty-six,
giving George an urban labor force that was large enough to take on substantial projects,
but still relatively nimble. The remainder of the household included one 35 year old
female slave, three girls ages 6, 8, and 10, and an eight month old male infant. This
pattern follows the one George maintained throughout the 1840s, where he preferred to
keep children with their mothers, whether in his own household or on one of the farms.
George continued to hire out slaves to supplement his income, as well. The 1850 census
taker found five male slaves between 30 and 70 years old hired out by George across the
city, as well as a 17 year-old girl.19 Three additional hiring lists record even more
activity. In 1855, as T. Claiborne inquired if George would like to purchase one of his
slaves, George hired out thirteen slaves and sold two more. While he neglected to record
the sales prices, he did earn $1,220 from the rental fees. The following year, thirteen
slave hires netted him $1,495. He also hired out four additional female slaves and their
accompanying nine children for “victuals & clothes,” saving himself the costs of
supporting them. He hired out fourteen of his slaves in 1857, earning $1,620.20
18 William George owned between four and nine slaves during his career, but to what labor they were put
remains unclear. Receipts from John Ellis 24 December 1844 and 25 March 1845, George Family
Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia; Receipt from Nancy
Berry 24 March 1845, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records,
Library of Virginia.
19 “William O. George” Year: 1850; Census Place: Richmond, Richmond (Independent City), Virginia;
Roll: M432_951; Page: 386A; Image: 303 Ancestry.com. 1850 United States Federal Census [database
on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2009. “William O. George”
Ancestry.com. 1850 U.S. Federal Census - Slave Schedules [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA:
Ancestry.com Operations Inc, 2004.
20 These may be his independently owned slaves or he mays still be acting as an agent for the family.
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Throughout his career as a real estate developer, William O. George relied on
earnings from the enslaved individuals he owned to diversify his income. Hiring fees
supplied him with necessary capital that could be invested in purchasing properties and
maintaining structures. The steady market for hired slave labor also buffered him from
periods during which his rental properties did not generate income. Like many of the
entrepreneurs and boosters in antebellum Richmond, George's ability to secure his
personal economy rested on his ability to profit from enslaved labor. The men and
women he bought, sold, and hired out provided him with the income necessary to
disregard their abilities as skilled craftsmen and instead hire free white craftsmen.

The Craft Labor Market: Hired by the Day
William George used the capital gained from hiring out his slaves to employ
white craftsmen throughout his career. This may have stemmed less from a personal
preference than from the conversations about labor, race, and capitalism in which George
participated as an entrepreneur. Artisans played pivotal roles in the formation of
American society following the American Revolution. As producers and practitioners of
useful arts, craftsmen who attained their competencies held the resources necessary to
participate in protests and uprisings that would eventually serve to create an independent
country without risking the loss of their income in the short-term. In the post-Revolution
Given the drastic reduction in numbers and the repetition of names that occur elsewhere in his
correspondence, I believe this are solely his slaves. Three slaves, Jacob, Washington and Edward,
were marked as “to self,” indicating George kept their labor for his own uses, while Sally, Rebecca Sr.,
Fanny and Lucy Ann have no accompanying annotations. “Hires for 1855,” George Family Papers,
1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia; “Hires for the Year 1856,”
George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia;
“Hires for 1857,” George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library
of Virginia.
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period, artisans contributed to the political and economic well-being of the new Republic
as a class of independent producers. As the early Republic gave way to the antebellum
period, the position of craftsmen changed in two profound, yet intertwined ways.
“Artisanal republicanism” gave way to the daily wage, shifting the concept of labor from
a form of personal property to a market commodity. As craft labor became a commodity
to be bought and sold, artisans began to redefine their role in American society. If they
could no longer afford to become independent producers and instead became tied to an
earned wage, their consolation prize was to remain “free labor.”21
Broadly constructed, free labor carried with it the connotation of political
independence. Enacting one's citizenship, whether locally or on the national level,
replaced striving for a competence that was no longer achievable. In the antebellum
South, this new social, political, and economic position for craftsmen was constructed in
opposition to the complete absence of freedom in slave labor. Reconstructing white
craftsmen's identities to fit this new role, however, posed challenges in itself. Enslaved
labor had never been antonymous to skilled labor. Southern white artisans sought to
protect their shrinking role in the political and market-driven economy of antebellum
America by advocating against the use of skilled slaves and attempting to claim the
region's nascent industrialization as their own province. Once they possessed the skills
necessary to perform craft labor, slaves offered a cost-effective alternative to free white
labor, an alternative that southern industrialists found appealing. Slavery also presented
an additional challenge to organizing white labor, in that slaves provided a ready source
21 Paul A. Gilje, “Identity and Independence: The American Artisan, 1750-1850,” in Howard B. Rock,
Paul A. Gilje, and Robert Asher, eds., American Artisans: Crafting Social Identity, 1750-1850
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), xii-xv.
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of alternative labor if white mechanics did organize. Strikes by white laborers at the
Norfolk Dry Dock and at Tredegar Iron Works in Richmond over the continued use of
slave labor failed when owners simply replaced the strikers with more enslaved labor.22
Whether he selected his labor with these complicated ties between craft labor,
race, and the market economy in mind, or whether he simply hired whomever was
available at the time needed, William O. George relied on hired white craftsmen to
construct his real estate empire. Prior to 1861, George paid 32 carpenters $10,502.51 for
1,319 days of work, with piece work and contract work billed separately. Work ranged
from the relatively simple task of installing a board over a garret window to planing and
matching 1,600 feet of flooring to building and installing new woodwork in the store
front of one of George’s rented buildings. Interestingly, little continuity exists among
these accounts regarding how carpenters valued their skills and charged their clients.
Instead, individualized payment systems seem to have been the standard. The firm of
Campbell & Coleman, hired by George only during December 1847, charged by the
dimensions of the work. “Eleven squares and 28 feet of weatherboarding at 6/“ cost
$11.28; “Putting on 9 squares and 24 feet of shingles” at the same price cost $9.34; and,
“32 1/2 feet box and cornice” ran $5.41. During William Johnson’s tenure as George’s
employee in 1855 and 1856, he collected bi-weekly payments for work done on George’s
houses on 4th Street and on 2nd Street, “as per agreement.”23
22 David R. Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness: Races and the Making of the American Working Class
(London: Verso, 2007), 56; Jonathan Daniel Wells, The Origins of the Southern Middle Class, 18001860 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 179-191.
23 See, for example: Receipt from Joshua Walker 9 May 1839, Receipt from William Forbes 16 August
1854 and Receipt from Bell & Gibson 31 July 1855, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of
Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia; Receipt from Campbell & Coleman, 6 December
1847, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia;
Receipts from William Johnson 1 September 1855, 15 September 1855, 29 September 1855, 6 October
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John M. Gillespie had the longest employment with George, and his tenure
illustrates some of the ways in which demonstrated mastery of building knowledge could
secure a craftsman’s economic position even under a day-wage pay structure. Gillespie
worked for George between February 1843 and July 1846, during which time he charged
by the days worked - at least 325 of them. It seems that Gillespie had a brief
probationary period in February 1843, where he worked sixteen days at the rate of one
dollar per day. When he resumed employment in June of that year, he consistently billed
his work at $1.25 per day. Gillespie disappears from George’s records between
November 1844 and October 1845, when he resumed billing for his services at $1.50 per
day. This slow increase in wages likely signifies one of two changes that took place in
the relationship between George and Gillespie: either during the extended working
relationship George came to appreciate Gillespie’s skill level and was willing to
compensate him appropriately, or Gillespie moved from being a journeyman to a master
in his own right, able to command higher wages than other less experienced carpenters.24
1855, 20 October 1855, 23 November 1855, 24 December 1855, 15 February 1856, 20 February 1856,
23 February 1856, 8 March 1856, 15 March 1856, 5 April 1856, George Family Papers, 1733-1920,
City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia. The prices Campbell and Coleman
charged do not correlate with the prices listed for such work in The Richmond and Alexandria Builders'
Price Book of 1820. For example, the firm billed George $9.34 for “putting on 9 sqrs & 34 feet of
shingling @ /6.” Using American currency as the standard, the work comes to a penny per foot.
According to the Builders' Price Book, shingling should cost between $2.75 per square for courses with
four and one half inches showing to $1.34 per square for nine inch courses. Even at the cheapest rate,
George paid approximately thirty percent less than he should have. The Richmond and Alexandria
Builders' Price Book (Richmond: P. Cotton, 1820), 10.
http://find.galegroup.com.proxy.wm.edu/mome/infomark.do?
&source=gale&prodId=MOME&userGroupName=viva_wm&tabID=T001&docId=U103843655&type
=multipage&contentSet=MOMEArticles&version=1.0&docLevel=FASCIMILE
24 Receipts from John M. Gillespie 24 February 1843, 17 June 1843, 1 July 1843, 12 August 1843, 9
March 1844, 24 March 1844, 9 April 1844, 18 May 1844, 22 June 1844, 1 July 1844, 9 August 1844,
31 August 1844, 15 September 1844, 22 September 1844, 13 October 1844, 11 November 1844, 1
October 1845, 1 November 1845, 1 December 1845, 25 December 1845, 1 February 1846, 28 February
1846, 1 April 1846, 1 May 1846, 30 May 1846, 1 July 1846, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of
Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia.
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During the gap in Gillespie’s employment, George hired two other carpenters to
work on his various properties. Joseph W. Ligon worked for George between May and
September of 1845, billing for 131 days at $1.25 per day. His short tenure with George,
as well as his middling wage, indicates that he was likely a journeyman, taking advantage
of Richmond’s building boom while he could and moving on when he had his fill of the
city, or a young and unestablished master carpenter. The other was Nathan W. Walton,
who worked for George between February and September 1845. He charged $1.50 per
day for the first four and a half days he worked, spread through February and March,
before raising his daily wage to $2 per day in May. Unlike Gillespie and Ligon, Walton’s
wage shift indicates the seasonality of the building trades. Outdoor work, dependent on
good weather, raising buildings tended to be done in the spring, summer, and early fall.
Given that Walton demanded the highest wages of any carpenter employed by George, he
was likely a master in command of his own shop and willing to take the lower wage
when business slowed during colder weather. As demand for his labor picked up in the
late spring, Walton commanded a higher price.25
Nathan Walton also stands out among the carpenters hired by George because he
enumerated the labor of “my man John,” for which he billed $0.75 per day. During
Walton’s employment, John worked 135 days, while his master worked 120. That John
worked at least some time away from his master speaks to his skill as a carpenter. While
he may have shared an employer with his owner, it seems likely that John and Walton
25 Receipts from Joseph W. Ligon, 1 May 1845, 2 June 1845, 1 July 1845, 1 August 1845, 9 August 1845,
21 September 1845, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records,
Library of Virginia; Receipts from Nathan W. Walton 15 February 1845, 22 February 1845, 3 March
1845, 14 March 1845, 1 May 1845, 2 June 1845, 1 July 1845, 1 September 1845,17 September 1845,
George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia.
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worked on separate projects, if not separate properties during this time.26
Of the various carpenters with whom George worked, he developed a particularly
close relationship with James Couty. The two worked together first in 1846, when Couty
charged for 195 days worked between February and December. In 1847, he worked only
twenty-four days for George and the following year was employed to “[build] a
balustrade on top of dwelling house, [hang] window sash &c” for which he charged
$116.50. Though Couty never again worked for George, the two maintained a
correspondence which reveals some of the challenges facing both developers and men in
the building trades.
Both George as a real estate developer and Couty as a building tradesman had to
negotiate the re-organization of craft labor in antebellum Richmond. Replying to an
inquiry from George regarding a delayed estimate, Couty wrote in May 1851 that he
“deferred presenting [his] calculation until [he] could ascertain at what price good timber
could be procured.” The carpenter's work “ including iron and glass attached to the same
- The flooring to be 1 1/2 inch thick, and all other timber to be of the same size” and
twelve windows on two sides of the building would cost $3875. For brick work, stone
work, and lime, Couty inquired “three persons only - one of each avocation.” Their
charges amounted to $4125. Couty did not include the cost of painting. By this point in
his career, Couty had had to diversify his business interests, just as George had done
earlier.27
26 Receipts from Nathan W. Walton 15 February 1845, 22 February 1845, 3 March 1845, 14 March 1845,
1 May 1845, 2 June 1845, 1 July 1845, 1 September 1845,17 September 1845, George Family Papers,
1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia.
27 James Couty to Wm. O. George 7 May 1851, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond
Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia.
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No longer a carpenter, Couty slowly transformed from a carpenter into a builder.
In the past, sourcing materials and hiring craftsmen had been the responsibility of the
individual wanting a building. He procured the lumber, nails, bricks, and lime necessary
for construction, gathered estimates, and hired the master craftsmen responsible.
Frequently on public projects, such as churches and courthouses, these tasks would be
delegated to an undertaker, an individual, usually outside the building trades, who served
as the project coordinator and sourced the necessary materials and subcontractors. That
Couty took up those duties speaks to the changing realities of the building trades. Even
though industrialization came to the building trades slowly, it nevertheless pushed some
builders to broaden their skill sets even as others began to specialize in particular
architectural elements.28
Writing again to George two and a half weeks later, Couty reported that he heard
that George had resolved not to build that year: “It would give me pleasure to be
employed by you. At present I am not in a state to render you the service I should wish.
Being so much afield with disordered bones muscles and nervous debility, caused by the
quantity of Mercury I have take of late… Should you conclude to build and desire my

28 In the colonial era, an undertaker was an individual who engaged to put a structure or undertake to carry
out a project, and who “was not necessarily a craftsman or professional builder, but anyone who entered
into an agreement to see that a building was completed.” Contractors entered “into an agreement or
contract to supply various materials or perform certain work such as the construction of part or all of a
building.” The term came into use beginning in the 1790s and would gain prominence in the 1820s. A
builder, by contrast, “generally had years of practical experience…gained the respect of merchants and
planters willing to support him financially…and had some knowledge of contemporary design ideas.”
Lounsbury, An Illustrated Glossary, 385, 90, 52. While Couty undoubtedly had the years of practical
experience, no evidence suggests that the had the credit to function as an independent builder. George,
with his substantial economic assets but no demonstrable construction skills, balanced Couty’s shortcomings, which may have lead them into a closer relationship than George had with other men in the
building trades. For more on the reorganization of building labor during the rise of capitalism and
industrialization see: Catherine Bishir, “Jacob W. Holt: An American Builder” in Bishir, Southern
Built and Donna J. Rilling, Making Houses, Crafting Capitalism.
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service be pleased to inform me.” In this brief account, Couty offers a rare glimpse into
the physical realities of the building trades. A career built on as much on craft
knowledge and as on heavy labor, carpentry could exact a high toll on craftsmen’s
bodies. Oak sills could weigh in excess of a thousand pounds and had to be moved
several times over the course of construction to ensure a sound fit. Chopping mortices
with mallets and chisels stressed wrist and elbow joints and looking years of looking
down at a work surface could, in the most dire circumstances, lead to slipped vertebrae in
the neck. Though Couty did not expound on his ailments, it seems that his career had
taken its toll. Becoming a builder might have offered a means through which Couty
could maintain his livelihood, but escape the physical strain of construction.29
In a letter dated 12 January 1852, Couty laid out the challenges and costs of
coordinating labor on a building project. Though the wood work of George’s proposed
building was “chiefly plain rough and heavy work, which would not employ constant the
requisite number of men that would be required at times unless there was prompt
progress with the brick work after the joists were put in place.” Couty explained short
delays were unavoidable when contracting bricklayers, and such delays would cause “a
discharging and reengaging of men that might swell the cost equal if not more than by
having the work done by contract if you wish.” Nevertheless, Couty offered to “tender a
proposal for the woodwork, either with or without materials, and should you accede to
this my proposition and my proposal meet your probation I think I can arrange also as to
have the adequate force that will at times be required.”30
29 James Couty to Wm. O. George 16 May 1851, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond
Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia.
30 James Couty to Wm. O. George 12 January 1852, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond
Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia.
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The shift away from traditional building contracts and toward builder-based
services that included labor and materials left the client exposed to inflated costs because
it did not account for the natural rhythms of construction. Masons and carpenters often
ebbed and flowed through a construction site. Masons would erect the foundation and
chimney, then give way to carpenters who raised the frame, after which a mason could
return to top the chimney. In multi-story brick construction, structural timbers such as
joists had to be fit into pockets in the brick walls as the walls were erected, pulling
carpenters into a site only when necessary until they replaced masons to finish the
structure. Under the older contracts, building tradesmen were required primarily to
complete their work in “a workmanlike manner” and by a specified date. This left the
various tradesmen to negotiate their own schedules. Slack time on one site might mean
the option to take a job elsewhere, returning to the first when their labor was necessary.
Builder-based construction did not account for these rhythms and, in an increasingly
wage-based labor marker, Couty rightly surmised that hiring and firing building
tradesmen as needed would drive up the costs of building.31
George disregarded Couty’s warnings about the potential additional costs of
working with a builder, however, and five months later formed a contract with Samuel
Freeman. The two had not worked together previously and, quite tellingly, would not
work together again after the completion of their contract. Freeman received $4831 “for
building two stores or lumber houses on [George's] lot at the corner of Cary and 15th
streets,” likely the two three-story lumber houses George insured that same year. The
31 James Couty to Wm. O. George 12 January 1852, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond
Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia; Catherine W. Bishir, “Good and Sufficient Language for
Building” in Catherine W. Bishir, Southern Built, 53-68.
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costs reflect the fact that Freeman likely supplied his own materials and took care of
every aspect of construction, from the first brick to the final window sash. Something
about George’s experience with Freeman soured him on the all-in-one contract. When he
began his next big building project in 1855, George not only supplied his own materials,
but also paid carpenter Drewry Fox in weekly installments that fluctuated depending on
the number of men employed. In doing so, George fully embraced the shift away from
the building trades’ traditional task-oriented system of organization and to capitalism’s
daily wage.32
The growth of capitalism fundamentally restructured the craft labor market in the
years leading up to the Civil War. Men who previously worked for lump sums by
contract or who sold the product of their labor by the piece instead became bound to a
daily wage. In some ways, this benefited the tradesmen, paying them for the time
expended in labor, whether or not the results of that labor remained visible in the finished
structure. The shift to wages also restructured Virginia's building trades. Whereas
previous generations of building tradesmen had the opportunity to move directly from
apprentice to master status due to the lack of skilled labor, those working in the
antebellum period were more likely to spend their careers in an intermediate stage,
comparable to the old status of “journeyman,” but without the potential to achieve the
32 George’s lumber purchases during this time support the idea that Freeman provided the construction
materials. In 1851, George purchased $38.18 worth of flooring, boards, plank, and scantling. The
following year, that increased to slightly $141.10 before dropping back to $80.36 in 1853. As a
comparison, his lumber expenditures 1855 totaled $924.39. Samuel Freeman Receipt 21 July 1852 and
9 September 1852, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records,
Library of Virginia; Drewry Fox Receipt 18 August 1855, 25 August 1855, 1 September 1855, 8
September 1855, 15 September 1855, 22 September 1855, 29 September 1855, 6 October 1855, 13
October 1855, 20 October 1855, 27 October 1855, 3 November 1855, 10 November 1855, 17
November 1855, 24 November 1855, 1 December 1855, and 8 December 1855, George Family Papers,
1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia.
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economic independence of old “masters.” Wage labor also dismantled the usual rhythms
of the worksite. The building trades operated inter-dependently, with carpenters, joiners,
and masons flowing through a site as the building rose upon it. Unlike the project-based
contract work of the previous decades, daily wages meant the constant search to secure
income that no longer came as a guarantee at the end of a project. For developers like
William George, the disruptive forces of capital on Richmond's building culture allowed
him to take advantage of an increasingly competitive labor market, as evidenced by the
fact that he seldom worked with craftsmen more than once or twice throughout his career.
This competitive labor market also allowed him to leverage his capital more effectively,
saving money on wages when possible or hiring an especially talented carpenter when
necessary. This flexibility was vital to his success in developing properties, because he
had one more market in which he had to participate. With labor secured, William George
still had to purchase lumber with which to build.33

Sourcing Lumber
Innovations and improvements in transportation fed Richmond’s lumber markets.
New canals and rail lines tied the capital to Virginia's hinterlands, capturing increasing
amounts of raw materials that had previously found its way to northern ports (Figure 45).
Recapturing these goods formed a vital part of the city leaders' plan to invigorate
Richmond's manufacturing economy and transform the city into the industrial center of
33 Northern colonies and states supported much larger populations of journeymen, due largely to different
settlement patterns and higher urban population density. This served as an important developmental
stage for building tradesmen, as it allowed them to gather experience as they worked for various master
craftsmen. It also entailed an earlier acceptance of wage labor. See, for example: J. Ritchie Garrison,
Two Carpenters: Architecture and Building in Early New England, 1799-1859 (Knoxville: University
of Tennessee Press, 2006).
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the American South. For William George, transportation links to regional forests created
a broad market of lumber from which to choose, as different species of trees lent
themselves to different uses within the building trades. Purchasing several different types
of lumber tied George to the creation of a regional lumber market shaped by the
capitalization of new modes of transportation.
Since its founding, the James River’s falls hindered Richmond's development,
requiring ships traveling on the James to off load their cargo at either Rockett's Landing
or at Westham, seven miles above the city, and transship the goods overland. Chartered
in 1785, the James River Navigation Company offered the first promise of unfettered
river transportation when it received legislative approval to improve the James River up
to its highest navigable point. By 1820, the company cleared the river of obstructions for
some two hundred and twenty miles above Richmond, and constructed a canal through
the city that by-passed the falls. Internal and operational inconsistencies led to a state
takeover in 1820, and for the next fifteen years the canals received little maintenance or
further improvement. When the Virginia legislature finally admitted that it had no desire
to complete the canals, the James River Company reverted to a private stock firm once
more, and as the James River and Kanawha Canal Company not only improved the extant
canals in Richmond, but also connected the city to Lynchburg by 1840 and Buchanan a
decade later.34
Rail also promised Richmond new prosperity. In the 1836, Richmond's first rail
line went into operation. The Richmond, Fredericksburg, and Potomac Railroad

34 Scott, Houses of Old Richmond, 267; Wayland Fuller Dunaway, History of the James River and
Kanawha Canal Company (New York: AMS Press, 1969).
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integrated the city into an emerging rail system that eventually connected major eastern
cities from Washington, D.C., to Boston. In addition to connecting Richmond to
seaboard cities, rail lines tied it to the Virginia backcountry. The Virginia Central
Railroad traveled into the Piedmont, while the Richmond and Danville connected to
Southside Virginia, and the Richmond and York River stretched to the port of West
Point. The heaviest investors in these new railroads were wealthy farm owners and the
rural affluent. The farmer and the planter saw a means to achieve prosperity through
increased volume and decreased transportation costs. The railroads and the canal worked
in concert to recapture the hinterland goods that had previously been moving through
Northern mills and ports.35
William George made good use of these new links to regional forests in order to
recognize his building ambitions. Between 1837 and 1860, he purchased 297,538 feet of
lumber, 110,783 shingles, and 2,778 individual pieces of material for $6,916.53. Of this
material, thirty-one percent (31.20%) was sold as plank and eleven percent (11.57%) as
board. Determining the actual volume of materials purchased, and by extension how it
was used, is difficult as definitions of what constitute a “board” and a “plank” are
inexact. Carl Lounsbury and Donna Rilling define boards as: “a piece of riven or sawn
wood of a considerable length and measuring at least four inches wide and no more than
two inches thick” and as “pieces not more than 1 1/4 inches thick and 2 or more inches
wide,” respectively. Plank is: “a long, flat piece of wood measuring at least two inches in
thickness and more than eight inches in width” or “from 2 to 4 inches in thickness and 6
35 Gregg D. Kimball, American City, Southern Place: A Cultural History of Antebellum Richmond
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2000), 19; David R. Goldfield, “Pursing the American Dream:
Cities in the Old South” in Brownell and Goldfield, The City in Southern History, 53-56.
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or more inches in width.” While these definitions seemingly agree on little more that the
fact that plank and boards once came from trees, they also unwittingly reveal the
difficulty of establishing a “standard” system of measurements. Assuming that the
planks and the boards George bought were consistent in their horizontal measurements
since no record of those remains in these receipts, vertical dimensions offer the next best
way to establish size and uniformity. However, both plank and board were sold in
vertical dimensions between 1¼ inch and two inches, rendering the vertical dimension of
both definitions equally inapplicable.36
George's purchases reveal the variety of lumber available in Richmond's wood
yards, which in turn reveals the environmental impact of harvesting particular species and
the regional networks that brought these trees to Richmond markets. George bought
varying amounts of pine, poplar, hemlock, cypress, oak, whitewood, and cedar during his
career, and in doing so tied his buildings to both local and distant forests.37
Virginia’s forests were home to all of these species, though pine dominated. Of
the eight species of pine native to Virginia, the longleaf pine boasts the most robust
construction history. Longleaf pine forests once blanketed the southern landscape, and
covered an estimated sixty million acres before European settlement. Growing up to one
hundred feet tall when mature, and with up to eighty feet before the first branch, longleaf

36 George purchased 93,834 feet of plank, excluding lumber sold specifically as “flooring plank” and
34,429 feet of boards, excluding weatherboards. Flooring plank and weatherboards were excluded from
these totals for two reasons. First, both tended to conform to general dimensions due to the methods by
which they were processed. Secondly, they are finishing materials, rather than framing lumber. Carl
Lounsbury, ed., An Illustrated Glossary of Early Southern Architecture and Landscape (Charlottesville:
University of Virginia Press, 1999) 36, 278; Donna J. Rilling, “Sylvan Enterprise and the Philadelphia
Hinterland, 1790-1860” Pennsylvania History, Vol. 67, No. 2 (Spring 2000), 214.
37 William O. George Receipts 1836-1860, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit
Court Records, Library of Virginia. See Appendix 1 for more information on individual species.
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pines offered long, clean runs of material. Slow-growing, these trees create a dense,
resinous timber that shrinks only moderately and naturally resists insect infestation. At
full maturity, these trees can reach up to two and half feet in diameter, with only the outer
inch or two being sapwood. These characteristics made longleaf pine highly desirable as
stringers in the construction of factories, warehouses, bridges, and docks, as well as roof
trusses, beams, and joists.38
In addition to longleaf pine, lumbermen harvested shortleaf, or yellow, pine and
white pine. Also part of the “southern pine family,” shortleaf pines are faster growing,
creating a somewhat lighter, less resinous material than longleaf pine, but one that is
similarly strong and dimensionally stable when dried. Unlike the clear runs of longleaf
pine, white pine produces a new ring of branches for every year of growth. Despite the
prevalence of branches, white pine lumber is straight-grained and easily worked.
Second-growth wood tends to be used for structural timbers, while high-grade material is
often seen in sashes, doors, furniture, and interior woodwork. White pine makes up
22,467 feet (71%) of the lumber George purchased and merchants identified as “pine.”
By contrast, he purchased only 2,782 feet of yellow pine, a frequently used synonym for
southern pine variants – a mere nine percent. This likely reflects the early signs of firstgrowth lumber depletion in local longleaf and shortleaf pine forests and an increased use
of supplemental species, including white pine.39
38 United States Forest Service, Silvics of North America, vol. 1 (Washington: U. S. Department of
Agriculture, Forest Service, 1990), 819-835. Forest Products Laboratory, Wood Handbook: Wood as
an Engineering Material (Madison, WI: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, 2010), 2-13,
2-14. Virginia Department of Forestry, Common Native Tress of Virginia (Charlottesville: Virginia
Department of Forestry, 2009), 27.
39 For shortleaf pine: United States Forest Service, Silvics of North America, vol. 1 (Washington: U. S.
Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, 1990), 630-652. Forest Products Laboratory, Wood
Handbook: Wood as an Engineering Material (Madison, WI: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest
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Given the ubiquity of these species in Virginia, it seems likely that the yellow
pine lumber was transported overland. Shortleaf pines, prevalent through out the state,
might be milled or sawn into planks, then carried overland or shipped via rivers to
Richmond’s markets. Alternatively, the white pine forests sat further inland, covering the
Piedmont and the Valley. Any timber removed from this area would likely have been
processed either manually or in a water-powered mill before being shipped to Richmond
markets via rivers and canals.
George also purchased poplar, a hardwood with only one species native to
Virginia. Yellow poplar, or tulip poplar, typically grows between ninety and one hundred
feet and between two and three feet in diameter, but can reach nearly two hundred feet in
height and ten feet in diameter. The material is light, soft, and easily worked with creamcolored sapwood sometimes several inches thick and colorful greenish-yellow heartwood
often streaked with purple, black, blue or red. The wood is usually straight-grained,
lightweight, and becomes dimensionally stable after drying. Cupping and warping as it
dries can lead to non-uniform materials, and so in framing poplar is often consigned to
scantling or other structural members which do not have to be perfectly square.
Moreover, poplar's ubiquity in Virginia made it an easily accessible either overland or by
water. The “whitewood” of which George bought a mere 205 feet remains unclear, but
might be boards made from tulip poplar's white sap wood.40
Service, 2010), 2-13, 2-14. Virginia Department of Forestry, Common Native Tress of Virginia
(Charlottesville: Virginia Department of Forestry, 2009), 23. For eastern white pine: For shortleaf
pine: United States Forest Service, Silvics of North America, vol. 1 (Washington: U. S. Department of
Agriculture, Forest Service, 1990), 972-999. Forest Products Laboratory, Wood Handbook: Wood as
an Engineering Material (Madison, WI: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, 2010), 2-13.
Virginia Department of Forestry, Common Native Tress of Virginia (Charlottesville: Virginia
Department of Forestry, 2009), 22.
40 William George Receipts, 1836-1860, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit
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Much of the oak George purchased was likely white oak. This species’ heartwood
pores plug with tyloses, rendering the wood impermeable and making it suitable for use
when lumber might be exposed to the elements. The oak posts and rails George
purchased were intended to be left exposed as fences, for example. The 256 feet of 8x8
oak bought in 1858 and 1860 were likely destined to become the sills of a timber frame
structure. Whether seated on a brick foundation or a post-in-ground one, oak sills created
a moisture barrier between the elements, preventing ground moisture from wicking
through the foundation and into the other structural timbers. The 364 feet of clapboard
George purchased in 1845 was also oak. Thin, riven boards between four and five feet
long and generally tapered on one side, clapboards were used to sheathe a structure and
gave the frame additional rigidity. The prevalence of oak in Virginia forests combined
with oak’s linear cellular structure that lends itself to splitting made oak a natural choice
for clapboarding. A fast and cheap method of enclosing a frame, clapboards were usually
relegated to rural settlements where investment in architectural finishes was minimal or
to outbuildings. That George used them in urban Richmond in the mid-1840s indicates
either the construction of a building he regarded as temporary or a service building not
meant to be seen by the public.41
Court Records, Library of Virginia; United States Forest Service, Silvics of North America, vol. 2
(Washington: U. S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, 1990), 801-822; Forest Products
Laboratory, Wood Handbook: Wood as an Engineering Material (Madison, WI: U.S. Department of
Agriculture, Forest Service, 2010), 2-09, 2-11; Virginia Department of Forestry, Common Native Tress
of Virginia (Charlottesville: Virginia Department of Forestry, 2009), 75.
41 Tyloses are an intrusive growth of the wall of a cell into the cavity of a vessel in woody tissue. "tylose,
n.1". OED Online. September 2016. Oxford University Press
http://www.oed.com.proxy.wm.edu/view/Entry/208290?rskey=ehJOL0&result=1&isAdvanced=false
(accessed September 16, 2016); Virginia Department of Forestry, Common Native Tress of Virginia
(Charlottesville: Virginia Department of Forestry, 2009), 53-66; United States Forest Service, Silvics of
North America, vol. 2 (Washington: U. S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, 1990), 801-822;
Forest Products Laboratory, Wood Handbook: Wood as an Engineering Material (Madison, WI: U.S.
Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, 2010), 2-08, 2-09.
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Similar to oak, cedar and cypress are both named and assumed in George's
receipts. George purchased fifty-seven feet of cypress in 1844 and 106 cedar posts
during his antebellum career. However, George also bought over 110,000 shingles
during the same period. Of these, lumber merchants identified one quarter of the shingles
as cypress, though the majority likely were the same. Both species are decay resistant,
making them ideally suited to constant exposure to the elements and both grow in the
coastal swamps along the eastern seaboard. Of the two, Atlantic white cedar has a
greater native presence in Virginia, but could also be brought down from northern states
via the coastal trade. However, throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, vast
quantities of shingles were produced in the Great Dismal Swamp, about one hundred
miles southeast of Richmond. On the north end of the swamp, shingles could sail from
one of the James River's tributaries, into the James, and straight to Richmond. On the
North Carolina side, shingles were loaded on ships that took them through the Albemarle
sound and up into the Chesapeake Bay.42
Hemlock was the final named species of wood George purchased. Though
indigenous to the mountainous regions of Virginia, it lacks a long history as a
construction material. Eastern hemlocks can attain significant size, growing between
sixty and one hundred feet tall, with a two to four foot diameter, but the wood is brittle
42 For Atlantic white cedar: United States Forest Service, Silvics of North America, vol. 1 (Washington:
U. S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, 1990), 182-191; Forest Products Laboratory, Wood
Handbook: Wood as an Engineering Material (Madison, WI: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest
Service, 2010), 2-17; Virginia Department of Forestry, Common Native Tress of Virginia
(Charlottesville: Virginia Department of Forestry, 2009), 33. For cypress: United States Forest
Service, Silvics of North America, vol. 1 (Washington: U. S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service,
1990), 1153-1171; Forest Products Laboratory, Wood Handbook: Wood as an Engineering Material
(Madison, WI: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, 2010), 2-10; Virginia Department of
Forestry, Common Native Tress of Virginia (Charlottesville: Virginia Department of Forestry, 2009),
32.
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and difficult to work. Processed carefully, it can be used for light framing, sheathing,
sub-flooring and roofing. To what purpose George put the hemlock remains a mystery,
but it traveled over mountains and rivers before being installed in Richmond.43
In addition to these rather expected regional connections, George’s lumber
receipts reveal a rather surprising one: just over thirteen thousand feet, some 4.5% of the
total lumber purchased in this period, was designated as “Susquehanna” material.44
During the last quarter of the eighteenth century, the lumber sources surrounding
Philadelphia were exhausted, forcing the extraction of lumber farther into the interior.
The Susquehanna River Valley offered not only ample supplies of timber, including
eastern hemlock and eastern white pine, but also a ready supply of water power. Through
the nineteenth century, the Susquehanna River supported the growth of four hundred
small sawmills, new systems of transporting lumber, including via rafts and log drives,
and the development of commercial industrial logging.45
Much of the Susquehanna lumber went to markets in Philadelphia, driving
Baltimore merchants to advocate for a canal that would connect the Susquehanna River
above the Conewago Falls to their city. Bitter battles between Maryland and
Pennsylvania raged for thirty years before the two states agreed to build independent
canals and join them. In 1835, the Pennsylvania Canal that ran from Columbia to the
43 United States Forest Service, Silvics of North America, vol. 1 (Washington: U. S. Department of
Agriculture, Forest Service, 1990), 1238-1255; Forest Products Laboratory, Wood Handbook: Wood as
an Engineering Material (Madison, WI: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, 2010), 2-12;
Virginia Department of Forestry, Common Native Tress of Virginia (Charlottesville: Virginia
Department of Forestry, 2009), 31.
44 William George Receipts, 1836-1860, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit
Court Records, Library of Virginia.
45 Rilling, “Sylvan Enterprise and the Philadelphia Hinterland, 1790-180,” 194-217; Thomas R. Cox,
“Transition in the Woods: Log Drivers, Raftsmen, and the Emergence of Modern Lumbering in
Pennsylvania,” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography, vol. 104, no. 3 (Jul., 1980), 345364.
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state line was united with the Maryland canal that ran from the state line to the Tidewater
and incorporated as the Susquehanna-Tidewater Company.46
This canal created a direct link between the Pennsylvania hinterlands and the
Chesapeake Bay, facilitating the movement of lumber and other raw materials to southern
markets. George's purchase of these materials hints at the economic subjugation to
Northern markets that Richmond's boosters feared. It hints at another, deeper possibility
as well. Richmonders used goods purchased from Northern markets to construct the
infrastructure which they believed would ultimately free them from reliance on those
same markets. If so, the scheme was short-lived. George began purchasing Susquehanna
boards in 1841, only to cease in 1846. Priced at between $10 and $20 per thousand feet,
the boards offered no cost savings and may have been purchased due to limited supplies
of more local timber. Bought from six different lumber retailers during this period,
Susquehanna lumber seems to have been a fairly ubiquitous commodity in 1840s
Richmond. Its presence and rapid disappearance speaks both to the connections between
Richmond and northern markets, including Philadelphia, as well as to the strength of
civic booster rhetoric to separate from those markets.47
William George took advantage of the increasing ties between regional forests
and Richmond lumber yards as he built his real estate holdings. Links by water and rail
brought both new and familiar tree species into the Richmond lumber market, offering
George a plethora of material from which to choose. These connections also broke the
46 Rilling, “Sylvan Enterprise and the Philadelphia Hinterland, 1790-180,” 194-217; James W. Livingood,
“The Canalization of the Lower Susquehanna,” Pennsylvania History, vol. 8, no. 2 (April 1941), 131147; Richmond E. Myers, “The Story of Transportation on the Susquehanna River,” New York History,
vol. 29, no. 2 (April 1948), 157-169.
47 David R. Goldfield, Urban Growth in the Age of Sectionalism (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1977), 97-138; Kimball, American City, Southern Place, 3-36, 83-123.
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bounds of geography, challenging the privileges formerly offered by following paths of
least resistance through valleys or across the landscape. By reshaping the terrain, new
modes of transportation captured goods produced in Virginia's hinterlands and boosters
used those goods to usher in a new period of industrial and manufacturing growth for the
city. William George benefited from the changes brought by industrial boosterism in two
significant ways. As a consumer, he made use of the regional lumber supplies being
brought in to the Richmond yards. As a producer, he financed and oversaw the
construction of new residences and commercial buildings, which provided the spaces
necessary to house the workers that fueled new levels of production and the offices in
which fellow entrepreneurs conducted their business.

Property Development
The labor markets and the lumber market came together on the properties William
George developed throughout the city of Richmond. Unlike previous generations of
building tradesmen who developed properties in order to sell them for profit, George
entered the real estate market with the goal of creating long-term investments that could
continue to generate income throughout his career. Furthermore, George deliberately
created a portfolio of properties that would appeal to a wide range of potential renters,
giving him access to a variety of market demographics and helping to guard his income
should any one of those fail to materialize. Whereas previous generations of men in the
building trades sought to construct buildings, William George sought to invest in them
and thereby helped to create a rental market that housed the skilled workers, hired out

363

slaves, clerks, managers, investors and entrepreneurs that came to Richmond as it grew
into the industrial center of the antebellum American South.
William George's career as a real estate mogul began modestly. In 1837, the year
after his father died and George began to vigorously record his own life and business
dealings, he owned only two lots in Richmond. Lot 198 was a small parcel on the eastern
outskirts of Richmond valued at $152 with three dollars of improvements. His second
holding, a part Lot 469, occupied the northwest corner of the intersection of Cary Street
and 8th Street. Two blocks south and west of Capitol Square and across from the canal
basin, this lot boasted proximity to both the political and the industrial centers of the
state, thereby recommending itself to a variety of potential renters.48
George’s land holdings remained fairly modest for the next few years as he
worked to manage his parents' estates and acquired investment capital by hiring out his
slaves. He retained ownership of both lots held in 1837, adding additional parcels of Lot
469 in 1839 and 1840. Insurance records for 1839 list two small wooden dwellings on
the property, occupied by William Winston and Moses Gilliam. Beginning in 1841,
however, George worked to both increase the value of his lots and the number of his
properties. That year saw Lot 469’s value increase to a collective $2577, while George
also acquired Lot 657, valued at $2580. On the northwest corner of Canal Street and 3rd
Street, this lot sat five blocks west of the canal. It offered easy access to the canal, as
well as to the growing number of factories, mills, warehouses, and rail lines that were
taking root along the James River in Richmond. His 1843 tax receipts indicate that the

48 City of Richmond tax receipt, 1837, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court
Records, Library of Virginia.
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32 year old George had started doing well for himself. Among his taxable property was a
carriage valued at $190, three horses, and a dog.
Having tasted success, George continued to purchase and develop properties. He
consolidated his holdings on Canal and 3rd Streets, purchasing Lot 676 the next year,
which gave him control of the southern half of that block. These lots, with the addition
of Lot 326 in 1846 would sustain his real estate portfolio for the rest of his career. The
1850 census valued George's real property at $30,000.49 Ten years later, the value of his
properties more than doubled to $73,790: Lot 326 was valued at $27,100; Lot 469 was
valued at $14,050; Lot 657 at $17,600; and Lot 676 at $15,040.50
George undertook substantial development on Lot 326 in the 1840s (Figure 46).
On the corner of Cary and 15th Streets, this property sat at a midpoint between the upper
dock of the James River and Kanawha Canal and Main Street, the primary commercial
thoroughfare in the city. George turned the property into a mixed-use office, commercial,
storage, and residential space by 1844, apparently trying to attract the broadest rental
base possible. Insurance policies for that year identified several structures on the
property: a combined office and dwelling, a three-room structure meant to house offices
and lumber rooms, a dedicated lumber house, a combined grocery and lumber house, a
shed, two dwellings, and an unidentifiable building. This combination of buildings
allowed George to diversify his incomes from the property and thereby provide a
49 Year: 1850; Census Place: Richmond, Richmond (Independent City), Virginia; Roll: M432_951; Page:
386A; Image: 303 Ancestry.com. 1850 United States Federal Census [database on-line]. Provo, UT,
USA: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2009. Images reproduced by FamilySearch.
50 Policy 8685, Mutual Assurance Society of Virginia, Declarations and Reevaluations of Assurance,
1796-1872, The Library of Virginia; Policy 8685, Mutual Assurance Society of Virginia, The Library of
Virginia; City of Richmond tax receipts 17 September 1839, 23 September 1840, 23 October 1841, 15
September 1843, 17 September 1844, 1860, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond
Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia.
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safeguard against potential economic downturns. The strategy did not work quite as well
as George hoped.51
By 1852, George completely redeveloped the property, changing his development
tactics to take advantage of the growth in commerce as Richmond's industrial boosters
drew more investment into the city. He razed the grocery, the shed and the unknown
building and erected in their place two combined store/lumber houses, each with thirty
feet of street frontage, eighty feet deep and three stories high (Figure 47). George also
modernized the property, installing a water closest in the building, complete with sink
and urinal. George's ploy succeeded, as the federal government subsequently leased the
building as a Custom House between 1853 and 1858, after which a purpose-built
structure served that capacity52
Though George’s first advertisement for a house for rent appeared in 1842,
substantive evidence for how he developed residential properties exists beginning in the
1850s. By 1851, Lot 469 held at least four structures (Figure 48). Two brick dwellings
alternated with two “wooden houses of W. O. George.” Of the four, George insured only
the brick dwellings. Though any number of possibilities, from a lack of ready cash with
which to pay the premium to absentmindedness, might account for the oversight, it seems
51 Policies 12928, 12929, 12930, 483A, Mutual Assurance Society of Virginia, Library of Virginia.
52 Policies 12928, 12929, 12930, 483A, Mutual Assurance Society of Virginia, Library of Virginia;
William O. George to Charles D. Yale, 7 January 1854, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of
Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia; R. H. Lenon to William O. George, 14 August
1858, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia.
The Customs officials apparently thought the building would be ready a bit sooner than it was. George
received notice that they would not renew the lease for his building in December 1857, apparently
anticipating the new Custom House would be ready for occupancy when it was inaugurated in early
1858. The lease was set to expire April 1858. The next correspondence, dated August 1858, informs
George that they will not renew the present lease when it expires in five months. William Harrison to
William O. George, 30 December 1857, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit
Court Records, Library of Virginia.
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most likely that George intended to improve rental potential of the property by razing the
two wooden houses and offering in their place new, and likely more expensive, brick
alternatives.53
In developing adjoining Lots 657 and 676 on Canal Street, George pursued a
different strategy. Significant gaps exist between when George acquired these properties
and when he first insured them. He purchased Lot 657 in 1841 but the first insurance
record of it does not appear until 1858, though the tax appraisal increases from $2,680 in
1847 to $13,330 the following year, indicating earlier development on the property.
Similarly, he purchased Lot 676 in 1844, but did not insure it until 1851. Tax appraisals
on this lot show a steady climb upward, with a sharp increase between 1851 and 1852
when the property value jumped from $6,376 to $9,140. At least some of the cause of
these delays is attributable to how George developed the property. He subdivided Lot
676 latitudinally into four smaller parcels (Figure 49). On three of them, he erected brick
dwellings, complete with porticos on the southern elevations and porches on the east. On
the southwest corner of the property, he built a two story combined grocery and dwelling
house with a portico on the eastern elevation as well as a secondary dwelling with an
attached kitchen, all with their own porches and porticos as well. By 1858, he had either
developed or redeveloped the neighboring Lot 657 into a small urban plantation (Figure
50). The complex occupied the entire southeast quarter of the block and included a two
story dwelling house, thirty by forty-three feet with two attached wings and porticos front
and back. Flanking the house on the rear of the lot stood a kitchen, a wood house, a
stable and carriage house, a smoke and coal house, and one luxury not found on any of
53 Policy 16174, Mutual Assurance Society of Virginia, The Library of Virginia.
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George’s other properties - a privy.54
By developing these properties in this way, George courted a combination of
middle class and wealthy renters. Detached houses gave families a degree of privacy in
the developing city, a characteristic undoubtedly desirable in a city that teamed with
European immigrants, Northern merchants and transplanted workers, unknown slaves,
and traveling strangers. Though the complex on Lot 657 likely appealed to a small
segment of Richmond’s population, it nevertheless recalled the homes of Richmond’s
elite, such as John Marshall and John Wickham, both of whom lived in substantial homes
with a full complement of outbuildings and work spaces. Whichever of the properties a
renter chose, it reflected his or her own desire to live in a particular style. The
architectural details of the buildings, hinted at by the porticos on everything down to the
kitchen, reflect both the city’s desire for Greek Revival architecture in this period and the
renter’s desire to be associated with the fashion of the day.55
Cursory rental records for George’s properties exist only from July 1856 forward.
In that year, George owned nine different properties in Richmond. In addition to the ones
discussed above, he acquired Lot 31 on Main Street, Lot 604 on Main and 4th Streets,
Lot 627 on 4th Street, and Lot 644 on 3rd Street. Across his eight properties, George
rented to sixteen individuals or families. Certain rents appear multiple times, indicating a
multi-family residence. Christopher Craft, John Joy, and Thomas W. Mahon all paid
54 Policies 418A, 419A, Mutual Assurance Society of Virginia, Library of Virginia.
55 Scott, Houses of Old Richmond 266-271; Based on the addresses George gave in the city directories, he
never resided on these properties. William L. Montague, The Richmond Directory and Business
Advertiser for 1852 (Baltimore: J. W. Woods, 1852), 56; Butters’ Richmond Directory for 1855
(Richmond: H. K. Ellyson, 1855), 85; M. Ellyson, The Richmond Directory and Business Advertiser
for 1856 (Richmond: H. K. Ellyson, 1856), 118; and, W. Eugene Ferslew, First Annual Directory for
the City of Richmond (Richmond: George M. West, 1859), 93.
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$37.50 for the quarter. R. L. Hickson paid the most at $97.50, while Charles H. Boyce
rented his home for $10. Rents from the third quarter of 1856 earned George $612.66.
Rents for the first quarter of 1857, brought George $840.74 in revenue from his eighteen
tenants. George tallied his rental income at a different point in each of the years leading
up to the Civil War, rendering any more direct comparisons difficult. Each year, though,
he brought in a substantial profit.56
Participating in Richmond's real estate market as a landlord secured George's
personal economy. He received rents in addition to owning real property that could be
liquidated if he needed to generate additional capital. Deliberately developing a variety
of property types further protected him from unexpected turns in the Richmond markets.
Warehouses and office spaces cushioned George against changes in the residential
market, and vice versa. Unlike previous generations of Richmond's building tradesmen,
William George approached the built environment as commodities to be developed for
the sake of their investment potential, rather than as discrete objects through which
craftsmen displayed their mastery of a trade and secured their competence. By
envisioning structures as commodities, George removed the necessity of demonstrating
any sort of mastery while using them to secure his personal economy. Rather than
showcasing his skills as builder, the properties he developed highlighted his abilities as a
capitalist; namely his ability to extract value from an investment in which he took no part
in physically creating.
56 Richmond City tax receipt 1856, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court
Records, Library of Virginia; “Collection made by R. G. Tunstall for Wm. O George from 21st July
1856 till October,” George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records,
Library of Virginia; R. G. Tunstall to William O. George 1 April 1857, George Family Papers, 17331920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia.
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George's investments stretched beyond labor, lumber, and land markets. He paid
taxes on investments and income to the City of Richmond, though what those were
remains unclear. He also lent thousands of dollars to both friends and vague
acquaintances over the course of his career, functioning as a banker outside the formal
financial markets and creating great risks for sometimes insubstantial amounts of return.
Following the pattern of American capitalism, George also took an interest in railroad
development, taking a subscription to American Rail Weekly and patenting a “bumper
arrangement for un-coupling railroad cars” designed to instantly detach rail cars from one
another in case of engine or car derailment. Not dedicated solely to industrial pursuits,
George pursued familial ones as well, patenting in 1856 an “oracular wheel” designed to
assist ladies and gentlemen in learning if anyone of the present company was in love with
them, “without any verbal or written communication between them and without it being
known to the other players.” Though announcements of both inventions appeared in
Scientific American, George received only one request for more information on his
railroad coupling and several for his oracular wheel, including a proposal for putting it
into production.57
57 William O. George Receipts, 1836-1860, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit
Court Records, Library of Virginia; Patent US15839 A ; Patent US14910 A; J. T. Brown to William O.
George, 19 June 1856, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records,
Library of Virginia; J. T. Brown to William O. George, 25 June 1856, George Family Papers, 17331920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia; J. T. Brown to William O. George,
27 June 1856, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of
Virginia; A. A. Fisk to William O. George 28 January 1857, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of
Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia; W. H. Butler to William O. George, 1857,
George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia;
Article 3 -- no title, 31 May 1856, Scientific American (1845-1908), VOLUME XI., 298. Retrieved from
https://proxy.wm.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/126512684?accountid=15053;
"Improvement in Uncoupling Cars,” 13 December 1856, Scientific American (1845-1908) VOLUME
XII.: 112. https://proxy.wm.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/126636832?
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Disassembling William George’s career into its component parts – labor, lumber,
and land development - exposes the complicated processes that underlie the creation of
the built environment. It reveals the expansive array of practices implemented by
carpenters depending on their own levels of experience, seasonal demand for labor, and
the gradual restructuring of the building trades to accommodate capitalism and industrial
production. Investments in transportation infrastructure captured raw materials
throughout the state, feeding Richmond's growing industrial manufacturing and, at least
for the building trades, transforming the process of sourcing lumber from a local activity
to a market-based one enacted at local lumber yards. The buildings themselves stood
divorced from productive processes of Richmond's building culture, financed by hiring
fees paid for enslaved labor in other occupations and treated by their owner as
commodities rather than examples of craftsmanship. Capitalism brought about an
alienation between individuals and objects, as consumers became separated from the
productive process and enmeshed in a wage-labor system. In doing so, it altered the preindustrial traditions of occupational cultures, including the practices of Richmond's
building culture.

accountid=15053.
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Figure 44
“A List of Tools in Old Ned's Chest,” 14 February 1849
George Family Papers, Library of Virginia
The variety of tools Ned possessed indicates that he was adept at practicing several
aspects of the building trades. Tools like framing chisels, jack planes, augers, and axes
were often used by carpenters for framing a building. Hollows and rounds, as well as the
variety of other moulding planes, points to Ned Thomas' ability to do fine joinery work as
well.
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Figure 45
Claudius Crozet, A Map of the Internal Improvements of Virginia, 1848
Library of Congress
A developing network of canals and rails tied Richmond to distant parts of Virginia,
recapturing raw materials that previously traveled to northern markets along routes that
followed the region's geography and offered paths of least resistance. Canals and rail
lines overcame the challenges of fall lines and mountain ranges to move goods according
to men's wishes, rather than nature's dictates.
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Figure 46
Left: Detail of F. W. Beer’s Illustrated Atlas of the City of Richmond, 1876
The Library of Congress
Right: Detail of Policy 12928 (1844), Mutual Assurance Society Records
Detail of Policy 12929 (1844), Mutual Assurance Society Records
Library of Virginia
One of George's first major investment properties, the initial structures on Lot 326
included a variety of commercial buildings. By offering a mixture of office and storage
spaces, George likely hoped to attract some of the earliest investors drawn to Richmond's
industrial promise.
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Figure 47
Top: Detail of F. W. Beer’s Illustrated Atlas of the City of Richmond, 1876
The Library of Congress
Bottom: Detail of Policy 483A (1852), Mutual Assurance Society Records
Library of Virginia
By 1852, George substantially re-developed the site, focusing on storage space instead of
mixed-used buildings. This plan ultimately succeeded and he secured the U.S. Customs
Department as a tenant for six years, making his building a center of Richmond's
international commercial landscape.
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Figure 48
Top: Detail of F. W. Beer’s Illustrated Atlas of the City of Richmond, 1876
The Library of Congress
Bottom: Detail of Policy 12930 (1844), Mutual Assurance Society Records
Library of Virginia
Some of George's earliest residential rental properties, the houses on Lot 469 capture his
ability to create multiple income streams by developing properties among a number of
price points, thereby increasing his share of Richmond's real estate market.
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Figure 49
Top: Detail of F. W. Beer’s Illustrated Atlas of the City of Richmond, 1876
The Library of Congress
Bottom: Detail of Policy 419A (1851), Mutual Assurance Society Records
Library of Virginia
William George subdivided Lot 676 into four smaller parcels. The southernmost
included a combined grocery and dwelling on the corner, and a dwelling with attached
kitchen. The three northern dwellings were not as well equipped, but each included a
substantial lot. These single-family homes conveyed a sense of privacy to the occupants
and likely made them feel safer in a city that was incorporating more unfamiliar faces.
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Figure 50
Top: Detail of F. W. Beer’s Illustrated Atlas of the City of Richmond, 1876
The Library of Congress
Bottom: Detail of Policy 418A (1851), Mutual Assurance Society Records
Library of Virginia
On Lot 656, William George created an elite residence. With several separated service
buildings and a substantial main house, this lot appeared to mimic the urban plantations
of several decades earlier, providing the occupants with both privacy and a sense of
refinement, since daily labor could be kept distant from the family's activities.
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Chapter 8
“By Trade A Carpenter”: African-Americans in the Richmond Building Trades
I deem it prudent that the workmen who are engaged to do this work
should be distinctly informed that no coloured man will be permitted to
work without the presence of some white man who will be required to
attend to, and see that no mischief is done to the property of the
Commonwealth by him.
Blair Bolling to Governor William B. Giles, 16 April 18271
In 1852, sixteen free black men identified themselves as carpenters. Each gave
his name, his occupation, and an address where he could be found (Figure 51). On the
most basic level, the decision to participate in The Richmond Directory and Business
Advertiser for 1852 created a way for potential clients to find these craftsmen. Including
their names in the directory also marked these men as active participants in Richmond's
economy and put them into a professional conversation with the 313 white carpenters
who similarly identified themselves. For scholars, those sixteen men also represent the
generations of free black and enslaved African-American craftsmen that shaped the built
environment and the building culture of Richmond.2
Seldom are African-American craftsmen so easy to find. As seen in previous
chapters, enslaved African-American craftsmen appear in records of their owners, often
stripped down to their monetary value or enumerated rather than named. Free black
craftsmen similarly appear most frequently in the legal papers of white masters or white
clients. Reading these sources against the proverbial grain allows scholars to recapture
1 Blair Bolling to Governor William B. Giles, 16 April 1827, Virginia Commandant of the Public Guard
Records, 1801-1850, Accession 36717, State Records Collection, The Library of Virginia, Richmond,
Virginia.
2 William L. Montague, The Richmond Directory and Business Advertiser for 1852 (Baltimore: J. W.
Woods, 1852).
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some of the agency these men exercised as skilled participants in Richmond's building
culture. Enslaved and free black laborers adapted to the shared system of knowledge that
shaped building practices in Richmond, adapted the system to their own needs, or looked
outside of it in order to assert their own places within the occupational community. The
four small case studies presented here reveal how individual African-American craftsmen
shaped the practice of their trades to meet their own needs. Because these examples were
drawn from the papers of white craftsmen and clients, they offer only limited
conclusions. Nevertheless, understanding the lives of free black and enslaved craftsmen
through their occupational culture reveals how they used their knowledge of that culture
to their own advantage.3

Managed Labor and Broken Tools: The Slaves of Reuben George
Reuben George achieved success as a lumber supplier by assembling and

3 Works on free black and enslaved labor in the building trades include: Catherine W. Bishir, “Urban
Slavery at Work: The Bellamy Mansion Compound, Wilmington, North Carolina” Buildings &
Landscapes 17, no. 2 (Fall 2010): 13-32; William A. Byrne, “The Hiring of Woodson, Slave Carpenter
of Savannah” The Georgia Historical Quarterly 77, no. 2 (Summer 1993): 245-263; Douglas R.
Egerton, “Slaves to the Marketplace: Economic Liberty and Black Rebelliousness in the Atlantic
World” Journal of the Early Republic 26, no. 4 (Winter 2006): 617-639; Peter C. Stewart, “The
Shingle and Lumber Industries in the Great Dismal” Journal of Forest History 25, no. 2 (April 1981):
98-107; Melvin Patrick Ely, Israel on the Appomattox: A Southern Experiment in Black Freedom from
the 1790s Through the Civil War (New York: Vintage Books, 2004), 107-174; Douglas R. Egerton,
Gabriel's Rebellion: The Virginia Slave Conspiracies of 1800 & 1802 (Chapel Hill: The University of
North Carolina Press, 1993); Howard B. Rock, Paul A Gilje, and Robert Asher, eds., American
Artisans: Crafting Social Idenity, 1759-1850 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995);
Jonathan D. Martin, Divided Mastery: Slave Hiring in the American South (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2004); Midori Takagi, “Rearing Wolves to Our Own Destruction”: Slavery in
Richmond, Virginia, 1782-1865 (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1999); John J. Zaborney,
Slaves for Hire: Renting Enslaved Laborers in Antebellum Virginia (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 2012); L. Diane Barnes, Artisan Workers in the Upper South: Petersburg, Virginia
1820-1865 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2008); Ira Berlin, Slaves Without Masters:
The Free Negro in the Antebellum South (New York: Pantheon Books, 1975); Robert S. Starobin,
Industrial Slavery in the Old South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1970); Claudia Dale Goldin,
Urban Slavery in the American South, 1820-1860 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976).
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efficiently managing a labor force. By late 1786, Reuben George owned at least two
enslaved sawyers. In November of that year, John Carter wrote to George, requesting
that he “bring his sawyers down as soon as [he could] make it convenient” and Carter
would put the men to work directly. After the sawyers completed their work, he and
George could discuss the price. That Carter references George's slaves by occupation
testifies to the size and diversity of George's labor force. Referencing them as “sawyers”
denotes that two or more of George's slaves were frequently put to sawing while others
worked in other occupations. Since sawing was not seen as a skilled trade, some slaves
likely spent the majority of their time sawing with other slaves supplementing their labor
when needed. Additionally, because sawyers worked in pairs, with one serving as a
pitman and one as a topman while sawing, George had to own enslaved sawyers in
multiples of two. It seems, then, that Carter's request was for one or more pairs of slaves
to come work “according to his direction.”4
George apparently kept his enslaved sawyers working at a steady pace and by 1789
needed new tools for them. That January, he paid George Winson for making a broad
axe and laying three poling eyes. The next month, Winson made a new saw tiller for
George, sold him a saw set, and fixed a tiller. Broad axes, short-handled axes with a
broad blade beveled on one side, were used for hewing and squaring a timber. The
“poleing eye” that Winson laid on was likely a repair to the eye of a pole axe, an one-bit
axe with the cutting edge beveled on both sides. Such axes were generally used for
felling, trimming and other chopping tasks. The pole opposite the cutting bit served
4 John Carter to Reuben George, 2 November 1786, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of
Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia. John Heath may have worked on this site as
well.
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primarily for purposes of weight and balance but could be hardened to accommodate
occasional use as a light maul.5
These purchases and repairs speak to the processes of sawing and splitting timber,
as well as to possible ways the enslaved sawyers exercised agency through manipulating
their tools. Winson laid on a “poleing eye” on January 9, January 11, and January 23. If
he repaired three different axes, then a pattern of misuse characterized how George's men
employed their tools, possibly relying too heavily on the pole acting as a maul.
Alternatively, if he repaired only a single axe three times over, it could indicate a willful
pattern of misuse on the part of a single enslaved laborer, who worked to break his tools
and therefore create a means to control his own labor while the tool was repaired. The
possibility remains, of course, that Winson did not competently execute the repair.6
In February, Winson moved from working on axes to working on saws. While
harder to break, controlling the timing of repairs done to these tools once more created a
way to control labor patterns. At the beginning of the month, Winson made a tiller, the
top cross handle of a pit saw that curves back toward the topman, bringing his hands in
line with the cutting edge of the saw and allowing him to steer the saw from the top. The
tiller usually had a forked connection point, enabling it to be fitted to a particular saw
blade. Winson's fabrication of one, and the repair of one or the same three weeks later,

5 The timing of these repairs highlights the seasonality of sawing. Trees were frequently felled in the
colder months, redirecting labor usually put toward agriculture. Winston's repairs in January and
February indicate either repairs from a heavy season of use or repairs necessary prior to re-entering the
forests as timbering work started up again for the year. Account: Reuben George to George Winson,
January 1789-February 1789, George Family Papers, Library of Virginia; R. A. Salaman, Dictionary of
Woodworking Tools, c.1700-1970 (Newton, CT: The Taunton Press, Inc., 1990), 49, 193; Alvin
Sellens, Dictionary of American Hand Tools (Atglen, PA: Schiffer Publishing Ltd., 2002), 23, 32.
6 Account: Reuben George to George Winson, January 1789-February 1789, George Family Papers,
1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia
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again points to several possibilities. If George had two teams of sawyers working, he
might have had the tillers fixed separately so as not to be without at least one operating
saw at any time. It could be indicative of misuse, though it would take some ingenuity to
damage a tiller in daily operations. It might once again speak to Winson's own mediocre
repair skills.7
Throughout the next fifteen years of his career, George maintained either
permanent or temporary control over an enslaved labor force that had little say in its
deployment. In 1798, he paid Joseph Garthwright £4.12.3 ½ for twenty-four days work
of his two sawyers, York and Will. Such hirings were likely driven by the demands of
the Penitentiary project, and its constant need for “immediate” supplies and re-supplies
of lumber. Achilles Rogers, George's brother-in-law, offered him the hire of Sawney
“until Christmas...if you can get him to come” for the price of £21 per year. Rogers' note
that Sawney had to be persuaded to relocate and work for George offers one of the few
scraps of humanizing information about the slaves George and Rogers owned, and serves
as a sign that Sawney knew his value as a craftsman and used that knowledge as a
bargaining chip. However he acquired their labor, these hired slaves filled gaps in
George's own labor force, giving him access to additional skills and bodies and enabling
him to continue to meet his production goals.8
Reuben George certainly did not lack a skilled labor force of his own. Probated in
7 Salaman, Dictionary of Woodworking Tools, 416, 428. According to Salaman, certain cross-cut saws
meant for felling trees also used tillers. However, his evidence on that point is drawn largely from the
nineteenth century.
8 Joseph Garthright Received of Reuben George, 7 August 1798, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City
of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of Virginia; Achilles Rogers to Reuben George, 10
February 1804, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, City of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Library of
Virginia.
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1807, his estate included twenty slaves worth £1,033 or approximately two-thirds of his
total estate value. Of these, Coy, Davey, Tom and Brister were valued between £75 and
£100, indicating significant levels of skill, possibly at managing lumber production.
Indeed, three of these four were almost sent to Albemarle with Alexander George under
the Georges' partnership agreement. They not only had the skills necessary to harvest
and process timber efficiently, but George also thought highly enough of them that he
trusted them to work on a distant property with minimal oversight. With the exception of
Harry, who was noted as “not worth anything” and for whom George had been exempted
from “the payment of all future taxes, county levies, and poor rates,” any of his twenty
slaves, whether male or female, young or old, would have been able to operate the six
usable whip saws in George's estate.9
Reuben George's records hint at the agency and autonomy his enslaved sawyers
claimed for themselves. Breaking tools created slack time in which production slowed or
ceased. Performing well gained sawyers George's trust and a degree of autonomy when
they worked away from his direct supervision. Knowing the value of one's own skills
could be used to determine to whom a slave was hired. Read through the lens of their
master's records, the agency these men exercised seems insubstantial. There are few
examples and little evidence tying intention to outcome. Some slaves enacted their
agency more directly, and more clearly drew attention to their wants and needs.
9 Harry had a long career with Reuben George. George first hired him out in 1788 to William Moore
Johnson and another, unnamed partner. For his part of Harry's hire, Johnson paid £4.2 for 1788 and
1789. Such a price indicates that Harry was either rather unskilled or was already starting to age
appreciably. Inventory and Appraisement of the Estate of Reuben George, 31 December 1807, Henrico
County Records, Will Book 3, 1802-1809, Wills, Library of Virginia, 395-400; Henrico County Court
Minutes, Henrico County Records, Order Book 12, 1805-1807, County Records, Library of Virginia,
70.

384

Hired and Sold: The Slaves of Anderson Barret
Carpenter Anderson Barret owned a substantial enslaved labor force throughout
his career, which he supplemented with additional hired slave labor when necessary. In
either 1804 or 1805, Barret hired an enslaved carpenter named John Russell for the first
time. Russell belonged to Armistead Russell in nearby New Kent County. When Barret
returned John to Armistead Russell at the end of 1806, John fled, presumably to
Richmond “where he has a wife.” John and Armistead negotiated John's placement for
the next year, and John returned to Barret's hire, only to replay the same scenario at the
end of 1807. While self-hire and running away have been previously studied by scholars
as acts of agency, such perspectives do not accurately capture the realities of being an
enslaved craftsman. John Russell's talents can be inferred based on Barret's multi-year
employment of him, as well as from his ability to manipulate the circumstances of his
hiring, examining him as a slave first and a craftsmen second obscures Russell's
contribution to Richmond's build environment.10
During the period of John Russell's hire, Anderson Barret built, commissioned, or
oversaw the completion of several buildings in Richmond. For example, in August 1804,
he was one of the commissioners appointed “to contract for the building of a Poor and
Work House.” Between 1799 and 1805, Barret executed a variety of repairs to the
Governor's House and outbuildings. Working on these two sites alone would have taken
Russell to the very heart of Richmond, and to its farthest northern boundary. If John
Russell was as talented a carpenter as he seems to have been, he was likely put to work
10 The Virginia Argus, 27 January 1807; James Sidbury, “Slave Artisans in Richmond, Virginia, 17801810,” in Howard B. Rock, Paul A. Gilje, and Robert Asher, eds., American Artisans: Crafting Social
Identity, 1750-1850 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), 52.
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on both structures, and therefore afforded the ability to move through both the city and
these particular spaces, evaluating past work done or completing new, as easily as his
temporary master.11
John Russell leveraged his knowledge of Richmond's building culture to fashion a
fulfilling life for himself, at least temporarily. He executed work in such a manner that
he secured Barret's interest for several years. Russell then used his residence in
Richmond to create a family for himself, subsequent access to which he negotiated by
both withholding his labor and recognizing the value of it to both his owner and to Barret.
This tactic proved effective, possibly because Russel was heavily involved in some of
Barret's larger projects at this time and replacing him would have slowed the work in
progress.
Balancing family and occupational knowledge yielded a better return for Page
Carter, one of Anderson Barret's slaves. On 8 February 1816, Barret sold “one negro
man named Page, otherwise called Page Carter, aged about forty-three years, which said
negro man is by trade a carpenter” to Polly Dunlop, “a mulatto woman,” for the sum of
one thousand dollars. Carter's high value speaks to a number of things: his skill as a
carpenter, Barret's own financial mindset, and the abilities of Polly Dunlop to raise the
funds necessary to reach the purchase price. Though the exact nature of the relationship
between Dunlop and Carter is unclear, it seems likely that the two were married. Four
11 The Virginia Argus, Richmond, 25 August 1804; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 9 December 1800,
Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 311; Virginia Council of State
Minutes, 7 Feburary 1801, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 348;
Virginia Council of State Minutes, 13 March 1802, Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852,
Library of Virginia, 199; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 20 April 1805, Virginia Council of State,
Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 292; Virginia Council of State Minutes, 10 May 1805,
Virginia Council of State, Journals, 1776-1852, Library of Virginia, 300.
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months after she purchased him, Polly Dunlop “emancipated and set free...[her] negro
man slave named Page otherwise called Page Carter, who is by trade a Carpenter.”
Unfortunately, Carter does not appear in Richmond's records following his emancipation.
He likely left the state as required by Virginia's 1806 manumission law. Had he been
granted permission to stay, however, he might have faced some difficulties in
establishing himself as a free carpenter, as no mention of tools was made in either the bill
of sale or the manumission.12
John Russell and Page Carter shared skills and knowledge that gave them value,
both as carpenters able to navigate Richmond's building culture and as slaves with
quantifiable skill sets. Knowledge of their own value gave these men the ability to adapt
their circumstances for their own betterment. Whether shaping hiring decisions to be
near family or having a fairly stable path to economic stability once freed, Russell and
Carter used their knowledge of Richmond's building culture to suit their own purposes,
rather than Barret's. Other craftsmen found similar paths more difficult to navigate.13

Free Black Apprentices and George Winston
George Winston, a Quaker builder, may have been one of the most prolific
builders in early nineteenth-century Richmond, serving as the primary contractor for up

12 Barret to Dunlop, Bill of Sale, 8 February 1816, City of Richmond Records, Hustings Deeds Book No.
11, 1816, 41-42. Dunlop secured her $1000 debt to Barret by putting up a piece of land as collateral.
Should she not meet her obligations by “August next,” the land would be actioned to meet her costs. It
is unclear whether August 1816 or August 1817 is meant, as the indenture was made 5 February 1816,
but not registered until December of that year. Richmond Hustings Deed Book No. 12, 1816-1817,
101 -104; Richmond Hustings Deed Book No. 11, 1816, 57.
13 Key to both of these men's decisions and actions were their wives. The role of women in shaping
building culture – through architecture, design, aesthetics, or labor influence - during this period is
woefully understudied and merits further research.
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to one hundred major brick buildings in Shockoe Bottom and thirty houses on Church
Hill, as well as participating in the construction of the Capitol and the Penitentiary.
Winston's productive building career was based largely on his willingness to train free
black apprentices. While this benefitted Richmond's free black community and the
young men he trained, it also provided Winston with a steady supply of inexpensive labor
that allowed him to work throughout the city.14
In June 1804, the Henrico County Overseers of the Poor bound out the first
recorded apprentices to Winston: “Daniel and Primus, two free black orphan boys” until
the age of twenty-one. The court determined Daniel to be ten years old and Primus four.
In September 1805, the Henrico Overseers of the Poor reaffirmed Daniel's indenture,
using language universal to such apprenticeships. Daniel was “to learn the trade, art, or
mystery of a House joiner which the said George now useth and with him as an
apprentice to continue and serve.” Daniel's term lasted nine years, nine months, and
seven days, during which time, “the said apprentice his said master faithfully shall serve,
his secrets keep, his lawful command always obey.” Daniel was not to hurt his master,
embezzle, or waste Winston's goods. He would not play cards or dice, fornicate, or at
any time absent himself without his master's consent. In return, George Winston agreed
“to teach the said apprentice or cause him to be taught the trade of a house carpenter with
all thing belonging thereto and that he will allow unto the said apprentice sufficient meat,
drink, washing, and lodging, and other necessities fitting for an apprentice together with
14 Charles Pool and Dulaney Ward, “Plainly Significant: The Jacob House is a Window on Richmond
through the Centuries,” in Richmond Journal of History and Architecture, vol. 2, no 1., Spring 1995, 4.
While Winston does appear in the records of several building projects throughout Richmond's early
history, this number seems inflated. Gregg D. Kimball, “African-Virginians and the Vernacular
Building Tradition in Richmond City, 1790-1860” Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture 4 (1991),
122.
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necessary clothes during the said term of apprenticeship and at the expiration of the said
term pay him twelve dollars for freedom dues.” Primus received a formal indenture as
well, though he was bound for fifteen years, four months and nineteen days to learn the
trade of house joiner and would receive the same twelve dollars in freedom dues.15
Apprenticing young Primus as a “ house joiner” calls attention to the long-term
investment masters made in taking on orphaned apprentices. Joinery was the trade of
architectural elements: doors, sash, moldings, and the like. Production of these materials
required benchwork, which in turn required apprentices to be tall enough to work over
the bench. At ten, Daniel might have been tall enough to begin an apprenticeship, or he
might have needed to grow a few inches yet. Taking on a four-year-old, however, speaks
to different motives. The two boys might have been siblings, and Winston did not want
to separate them. Alternatively, a four-year-old could still be useful around the shop for
small chores such as sweeping and gathering shavings. Primus' youth made him a limited
asset, but an asset nonetheless.
In January of 1807, James Patteson, William Armstrong, Charles Patteson,
Edmund Gary, Carter Gary, Henry Patteson, and William Jackson entered a complaint
about George Winston in the Richmond Hustings Court. All seven young men were
“free negroes...bound to [Winston] as apprentices.” While it was not uncommon to see
apprentices lodge formal complaints against their masters for mistreatment, ill use, or a
general neglect of teaching the secrets of the trade, this is a rare instance of several
banding together to register a complaint en masse. More over, it invites questions
15 Henrico County Court Minutes, Henrico County Records, Order Book 11, 1803-1805, County Records,
Library of Virginia, 387; Henrico County Records, Deed Book 7, 1803-1806, County Records, Library
of Virginia, 290-291, 292-293.
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regarding the origins of these apprentices. While there are no indentures for them in the
Henrico County or Richmond City records, these young men recognized that legal
recourse could provide a means to alleviate the poor circumstances in which they found
themselves. The absence of formal legal apprenticeships might indicate that the boys'
families had come to private arrangements with Winston for their training and
accommodations. Without the weight of a formal indenture, it is possible that the youths
took to court in order to address a shortfall in their occupational education. By the same
token, though, without those indentures, there was nothing the court could legally enforce
against Winston. When Winston answered his summons two days later, the complaint
was fully heard and then dismissed. 16
With seven complaining apprentices, plus Daniel (13) and Primus (7), Winston's
shop supported nine apprentices. Without Winston's personal papers, the total size of his
shop remains unknown. Like the other carpenters in this study, Winston may well have
hired journeymen, free black carpenters, or enslaved craftsmen to help fulfill his
contracts. Surviving records of Winston's work do not enumerate charges for labor,
which hints at the idea that Winston managed his contracts and apprentice labor force on
his own. In any of these circumstances, as the master responsible for training his
apprentices, the situation proved less than ideal. Different skill levels, different abilities
and talents of the apprentices meant heavy educational demands, which Winston may not
have been able to fulfill, as he was also responsible for seeking, securing, and executing
16 These apprentices may have had their indentures registered in other locals outside the scope of this
study. Unfortunately, I could not locate the loose papers for this case. City of Richmond Records,
Hustings Court Order Book 7, 1806-1808, Library of Virginia, 73; City of Richmond Records,
Hustings Court Order Book 7, 1806-1808, Library of Virginia, 92.; Harold B. Gill, Jr., “Apprentices”
in James M. Gaynor, ed., Eighteenth-Century Woodworking Tools (Williamsburg: Colonial
Williamsburg Foundation, 1997), 158.
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contracts. These exploitive labor practices, rather than the promised educational
opportunities, may have driven the apprentices to seek redress in Richmond's Hustings
Court.
The complaint against him did little to change either Winston's labor practices or
his acquisition of apprentices. In February 1808 Courtney Barnet made a complaint in
the Hustings Courts for ill treatment. Unfortunately, court records do not reveal if
Winston answered the summons or what that the ill-treatment was. Winston did,
however, slow his acquisition of apprentices. No new apprentice indentures were
registered to him until 13 January 1812, four years after Barnet's complaint, when the
Overseers of the Poor bound to him a young man named Robin, age 17. At this point,
Winston may have had as few as three apprentices: Robin (17), Daniel (18), and Primus
(12). Indeed, it seems that this was the case, as Winston soon started acquiring more
apprentices. In December 1813, “Richard Townes, Carlin Greave, and Jack,” were
apprenticed to Winston, though the only record of them is an 1817 court decision that
“adjudged [them] one year older than was done December 13, 1813.” When these three
first appeared in court, they brought Winston's apprentice count to six. By having their
ages raised a year, they shortened their apprenticeships and brought themselves one year
closing to being released. Without the highly organized occupational cultures of
Northern cities, finishing an apprenticeship in Virginia meant that a craftsman could
immediately establish his own shop, so long as he had the skills and tools necessary to
practice his trade, and the connections to gain clients. With a substantial and relatively
affluent free black population in Richmond, it seems these young men would have easily
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found a ready customer base.17
In 1820, the same year Billy Griffin “a boy of color, aged 15 years” and David
Griffin, “a boy of color aged 14 years” were bound to Winston “to learn Carpenter's
Trade until [they] attain[ed] the age of 21,” the census taker registered a substantial
household overseen by Winston. Two free white males between 10 and 16, one over 45
(Winston himself), two white girls under 10, two more between 10 and 16, and one
woman over 45 made up what was probably Winston's own family. In addition, his
household included two free black males under 14, two free black women between ages
14 and 26, another free black woman over 45, and twenty-one free black males between
14 and 26. All together, his household included thirty-four people, of whom twenty-four
were engaged in manufacturing. In all likelihood, it seems that the eight women in the
household were not engaged in manufacturing, but the other two could be either the white
males between 10 and 16 or the free black males under 14. In either case, Winston's
workforce was extraordinarily young and created heavy demands for a single master
craftsman to oversee apprentices' training on an individual level. This opens the
possibility that Winston's inclination to apprentice free black boys to the carpenter's trade
might have stemmed from more than his Quaker sensibilities and his involvement with
free black education in Richmond. It might also have come from a realization that doing
so offered a labor force more easily exploited than others.18
17 Henrico County Court Minutes, Henrico County Records, Order Book 13, 1807-1808, County Records,
Library of Virginia, 386; City of Richmond Records, Hustings Court Order Book 9, 1810-1812,
Library of Virginia, 451; City of Richmond Records, Hustings Court Order Book 12, 1815-1817,
Library of Virginia, 557.
18 City of Richmond Records, Hustings Court Minutes 7, 1817-1821, Library of Virginia, 332; “George
Winston,” 1820 U S Census; Census Place: Richmond, Richmond (Independent City), Virginia; Page:
197; NARA Roll: M33_131; Image: 216; Ancestry.com, 1820 United States Federal Census [database
on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2010.
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Eleven young African-American men took to the Richmond Hustings Court to
ameliorate their circumstances as apprentices. While the surviving documents are
frustratingly vague regarding the details of their cases, the actions these young men took
disclose their underlying knowledge of how a craft education should proceed and their
realization that what Winston offered did not correlate with the usual practices of training
apprentices. In using the courts to seek redress, these young men showed a shrewd
understanding of the resources available to them as both apprentices and free AfricanAmericans. George Winston's apprentices possessed a enough craft knowledge that they
recognized the gaps in their education and took steps to rectify the situation, either by
calling Winston to account publicly or by using the courts to manipulate the terms of
their indenture to benefit them. Seeking legal recourse to protect one's standing in the
building trades community proved an effective strategy on more than one occasion.

Free Carpenters and the Value of Work
African-American carpenters who controlled their own careers faced some of the
same issues as did their white counterparts, including appropriate valuation of the work
they had done. James Ternan took Frank Lewis, a free black carpenter, to court over just
that matter. Sometime in 1802, Ternan employed Lewis “to work for him as a carpenter
in raising and finishing a certain house.” The two did not determine a set fee beforehand,
as Lewis agreed “that he should receive so much as the said work which should be done
by him should reasonably be worth in the estimation of workmen of good character.'”
Such practices were common, though usually resorted to only when a project went over

393

budget.19
During his employment, Lewis “frequently called upon the complainant, Ternan,
to advance him money,” another common practice that allowed the contractor to cover
the costs of materials or to pay his workers. Ternan complied, advancing Lewis some
£30.9. At some point, the two had a falling out. Lewis withdrew from Ternan's
employment and the two mutually agreed that George Winston and an otherwise
unknown craftsman named Strout “should measure and take account of all the work done
by the said Lewis and value the same, in order that said Lewis and [Ternan] might settle
and that the said Lewis might receive what might be due to him after deducting from said
balance the aggregate of the severalty [illegible] of money so paid and advanced to him.”
Winston and Strout examined the work and “did value the whole of the said work to be
worth £31.4 and no more.” That left Ternan indebted to Lewis for “five shillings and no
more,” a sum which Ternan was seemingly ready and willing to pay, should Lewis have
accepted it.20
As was so often the case, however, Lewis felt that Winston and Strout
undervalued his work. He went to court and got a separate judgment in his favor, arguing
that his work was worth £50. Ternan's suit was meant to bring Lewis into court once
more and “compel [upon] his oath to confess the truth.” Lewis held his ground,
responding that the “allegation...as far as the same relates to the payment and satisfaction
for the work done by this respondent for the said complainant are false and untrue and

19 Case of James Ternan against Frank Lewis, Legal Records, John Adams Smith Papers, 1767-1845,
Valentine Richmond History Center, Richmond, Virginia.
20 Case of James Ternan against Frank Lewis, Legal Records, John Adams Smith Papers, 1767-1845,
Valentine Richmond History Center.
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that the said money is just due to this respondent from the said complainant.”21
Like the other complaints examined above, the results of Ternan and Lewis'
disagreement no longer exist. What is striking though is that Lewis took to the courts to
settle his bills. The most infamous case of inadequate labor valuation, that of John
Shortis at the Virginia State Penitentiary, follows the same basic chronology. Shortis,
hired as a carpenter, had his work valued by local builders at half of what it cost him to
do. He appealed to the governor and the Council of State, who agreed to pay Shortis
enough to cover what he owed his workmen, but let him without a profit. It seems the
same story played out between Lewis and Ternan. The Hustings Court provided an
arbiter to which both of them could appeal as private individuals. That Lewis took action
first, securing a judgment for £50, implies that he was familiar with both the Hustings
Court, as well as the likelihood of his work being valued at less than he felt it was worth.
Indeed, it seems that undervaluing work done was endemic to Richmond's building trades
in the early nineteenth-century and Lewis sought to protect the value of his labor in a
public forum.

Gabriel's Conspiracy
In 1800, an enslaved blacksmith named Gabriel from The Brook, a neighborhood
just north of Richmond, headed a conspiracy to capture Virginia's capital. Gabriel and
his co-conspirators intended to raise a body of men capable of overwhelming Richmond's
guards and holding the city without immediate access to firearms. By August, the leaders

21 Case of James Ternan against Frank Lewis, Legal Records, John Adams Smith Papers, 1767-1845,
Valentine Richmond History Center.
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of the conspiracy developed a a plan that began with a nighttime attack on Richmond. A
detachment would head into the lower part of Richmond to set wooden buildings alight.
While Richmonders focused on fighting the fire, the remainder of the conspirators would
rush into the upper part of the city, attacking residents on their way to retrieve arms
stored in the Capitol. Fate worked against the conspirators, though. They planned the
attack for the night of August 30. That morning, two slaves named Tom and Pharaoh
revealed the plot to their owner, who in turn warned Governor James Monroe. That
evening a storm prevented the intended rendezvous. The plan was postponed one day.
By the following morning, patrols were already detaining suspects and the conspiracy
collapsed.22
Historians cast Gabriel's conspiracy as a divinely inspired rebellion, an act of
radical artisanal republicanism, and the outcome of geographic and familial ties between
enslaved and free black communities in and around Richmond and Petersburg. The
challenge of ascribing any particular motive to the conspirators as a whole or Gabriel as
an individual stems from the difficulties of finding such information in the trial records.
The conspirators planned their movements through conversations and relayed vital
information orally. Such communication was practical on several levels. Not only did it
open participation to slaves who could not read or write, but it also protected the
conspirators by not generating explicit physical evidence against them. Unfortunately,
this makes the details of participation almost impossible for historians to recover.23
22 Encyclopedia Virginia, s.v “Gabriel's Conspiracy”
http://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/Gabriel_s_Conspiracy_1800#start_entry
23 James Sidbury, Ploughshares into Swords: Race, Rebellion, and Identity in Gabriel’s Virginia, 1730–
1810 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Douglass R. Egerton, Gabriel's Rebellion: The
Virginia Slave Conspiracies of 1800 and 1802 (Chappel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1993); Michael L. Nicholls, Whispers of Rebellion: Narrating Gabriel's Conspiracy (Charlottesville:
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The role of Richmond's enslaved and free black building tradesmen is similarly
difficult to grasp. Reuben Byrd, a free mulatto stone in Petersburg, participated and may
have recruited others in the area. William Prentis denounced another free black
Peterburg carpenter, Jacob Brandum, who was subsequently acquitted.24 If word reached
men in Richmond's building trades, and it is plausible it did given the kinship networks
Nicholls found, they concealed their participation well. Several familiar names appear
among the owners of the slaves who stood trial for their participation, including Sheppard
and Prosser. Hired slaves, who moved between urban and rural communities, created
another information channel to keep Richmond's enslaved tradesmen abreast of planning.
Construction sites – noisy, chaotic, and populated with dozens of tradesmen, including
itinerant laborers – could have offered a convenient way to both recruit participants and
pass along information.
If Richmond's enslaved and free black building tradesmen ascribed to Gabriel's
conspiracy, they did so in such a way that they escaped suspicion and prosecution. The
private papers and state records examined in the previous chapters gave no indication that
men like Reuben George or Anderson Barret held any concern about their slaves
participating in the conspiracy, nor did there appear to be any interruption in the various
state building projects underway in 1800, all of which relied on enslaved labor. Scant
records for free black builders during that time give little indication of whether they
pursued an interest in Egerton's interpretation of Gabriel's artisanal republicanism or not.
Any attempt to determine the reasoning behind African-American builders' choice
University of Virginia Press, 2012).
24 Two Reuben Byrds lived in Peterburg at this time. The elder was a stone mason and “uncle” to
conspirator Sam Byrd Jr. The younger was a carpenter. Egerton, Gabriel's Rebellion, 59-60; Nicholls,
Whispers of Rebellion, 166 n53; Nicholls, Whispers of Rebellion, 165 n43;

397

to participate in Gabriel's conspiracy must remain speculative. The possibility of failure
and subsequent punishment may have been unappealing for men trying to sustain their
families. Though Richmond's population was approximately half African-American at
this time, it had a smaller free black community than did Petersburg. With less
competition, building tradesmen may have already achieved a variation of artisanal
republicanism, based around their role as productive members of their own community,
that they did not want to risk losing. With the Penitentiary and the Manufactory of Arms
still under construction, and continued private sector demand for residential, commercial,
and industrial buildings, these men may simply have been too busy to take on an active
role in the conspiracy.
Whether and to what degree the African-American building tradesmen in
Richmond participated in Gabriel's conspiracy will likely forever remain a mystery.
Extant sources give no indication that the building trades community saw significant
repercussions from the plot's failure. Nevertheless, the African-American men in
Richmond's building trades exercised agency that escaped documentation if and when
they listened to recruiters, thought about participating, decided to prioritize other
elements of their lives, and labored to build the structures that Gabriel and his coconspirators planned to destroy.

Examining the lives and careers, even briefly, of the African-American craftsmen
who constructed Richmond's built environment, reveals both their deep knowledge of
Richmond's building culture and the means through which they ameliorated their
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situations when the generally accepted practices of that culture were not upheld. A deep
understanding of the local building culture not only allowed these craftsmen to establish
themselves as respected members of the occupational community, but also secured their
contributions to the broader creation of Richmond's built environment.
Viewed through the careers and actions of African-American craftsmen, the
process of negotiating Richmond's building culture becomes more complex. The
coordinated system of knowledge, rules, and procedures that shaped the building process
underwent substantial changes between the late-eighteenth century and the middle of the
nineteenth century. Documents capture the negotiations among white building tradesmen
as they encountered new professions, pieced together a new urban landscape, and adapted
to changes wrought by capitalism's daily wage. Another set of negotiations ran parallel
to these, however. Enslaved and free African-American tradesmen used their knowledge
of Richmond's building culture to shape the terms on which they interacted with their
white counterparts and customers. This dimension of Richmond's building culture, and
indeed the buildings cultures of other southern cities, complicates the narratives of style,
progress, and innovation that shape discussions of American architecture by reiterating
how individual practice can fragment a seemingly cohesive culture. Only further study
can reveal the complex interplay between the negotiations that shaped Richmond's
building culture as a set of city-wide practices and those that shaped individual actions.
African-American craftsmen undoubtedly shaped Richmond's building culture in ways
less readily apparent in the documentary records than their white counterparts, but no less
significant than the ways in which they shaped the city itself.
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Figure 51
“Free Colored” Carpenters
The Richmond Directory and Business Advertiser for 1852
Map by Author
Of the sixteen free black carpenters who decided to list themselves in the 1852 business
directory, twelve have addresses which can be correlated to the modern landscape.
Based on the twelve usable addresses, free black carpenters tended to live transitional
areas. Nathaniel White and William Hill lived on the border between city and suburb, as
did Theophilius Ruffin, Primus Lumpkin, and Robert Spriggs. The five men who lived
along Seventeenth Street saw their free existence juxtaposed daily against the collection
of slave traders with whom they shared Shockoe Creek.
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Conclusion
Artifacts on the Landscape
One parting word to the subject of these pages – the lovely city of
Richmond! In infancy beautiful by nature, and the abode of talent and
refinement, of elegance without ostentations, of hospitality without
extravagance...Not only the beauties of nature excite our admiration at the
present time, but the improvements of art, which are so manifested in the
erection of a greater number of substantial and elegant edifices than at any
former period, and in the preparation for others yet more imposing.
Samuel Mordecai, 1860, Richmond in By-Gone Days1
Few of the buildings examined in the previous pages still stand, and many
vanished without a reference to how or why. Some of the Reuben George's warehouses
likely succumbed to the Evacuation Fire in 1865. William George's rental properties
became the subject of a protracted inter-family lawsuit beginning in 1869, which hobbled
the properties through 1920. Today, a parking lot occupies the parcel where George's
Custom House once stood and the Virginia Education Association has replaced his urban
plantation. Of the individual builders surveyed, only Anderson Barret's Barret House still
survives.
The state-owned buildings have similar histories. The Evacuation Fire completely
gutted the Armory in 1865. The western portion was rebuilt the following year and
continued to house the Public Guard until it was disbanded in 1869. The building stood
empty for the next three decades, before being demolish in the early twentieth century.
Benjamin Henry Latrobe's Penitentiary building was razed in 1928 as the state sought to
improve living conditions for its inmates. Jefferson's Capitol still stands proudly at the

1 Samuel Mordecai, Virginia, Especially Richmond, in By-Gone Days; with a Glance at the Present:
Being Reminiscences and Last Words of An Old Citizen (Richmond: West & Johnson, 1860), 358-359.
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crest of Shockoe Hill, though various renovation and expansion campaigns have left little
of the original structure intact.2
Studying buildings that no longer exist seems an odd way to unearth the
occupational and cultural practices that shaped their construction. Richmond's early
circumstances – the small port town catapulted to prominence as the capital – offered the
men in Richmond's building trades a rare opportunity to reshape their inherited building
culture into something that could meet the architectural demands of the new Republic and
usher in an age of innovation. In the earliest days of the capital's growth, every
experiment could set a precedent and shift the way buildings were built. Opportunity
brought craftsmen to the city, and the openness of Richmond's building culture facilitated
the use of new forms, new materials, and new ways of organizing labor. As often as not,
the flexibility of these systems of knowledge gave rise to conflict, as various builders or
2 George v. Pilcher, 1878-1884, 1892, 1920, George Family Papers, 1733-1920, Accession 24642, City
of Richmond Circuit Court Records, Local Government Records Collection, The Library of Virginia,
Richmond, Va. The Barret House was placed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1972 and
currently serves as an office for wealth management company Thomas Davis & Co. “Barret House,
Richmond, Virginia,” Virginia Department of Historic Resources, Virginia Landmarks Register 1270029; “The Barret House,” Thompson Davis & Co., Inc., accessed 8 October 2016,
http://www.thompsondavis.com/barret_house.php. Giles Cromwell, The Virginia Manufactory of Arms
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1975), 152. Eric Sundquist, “The Last Days of the Pen,”
Richmond Times-Dispatch, July 29, 1990: K-1, accessed 8 October 2016,
http://infoweb.newsbank.com/resources/doc/nb/news/0EB4F810B197012E?p=AWNB. On 27 April
1870, a balcony in the overcrowded Supreme Court of Appeals collapsed into the courtroom below,
causing the floor to give way and fall into the House of Delegates. Sixty people died in the disaster.
State officials made the necessary repairs and reconstructed the rooms. A renovation campaign
between 1904 and 1906 saw the interior gutted and rebuilt, the roof completely replaced, the columns
reinforced, and fireproofing added to the building. Where possible, original “portions of the interior
woodwork” were salvaged and reused. In 1926, the General Assembly appropriated $5,000 to restore
the old House of Delegates. Renovations in the 1960s upgraded mechanical systems in the building.
The 2006 restoration improved the mechanical systems again, restored architectural features including
paint, replaced exterior surfaces, and added moisture barriers to prevent “water and moisture
penetration into the building.” Fiske Kimball, The Capitol of Virginia: A Landmark of American
Architecture, Jon Kukla, ed. (Richmond: Published for the General Assembly by the Virginia State
Library and Archives, 1989), 81-95; “2007 Capitol Restoration and Extension Project,” Commonwealth
of Virginia, accessed 8 October 2016, http://virginiacapitol.gov/index.php/the-virginia-capitolfoundation/capitol-square-preservation-and-extension-project/.
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users sought to shape the final structure to their own needs. As Richmond's builders
continued to work together, their trade practices gradually coalesced around
modifications of traditional practices. This allowed them to adapt to wider economic and
cultural shifts within American society.
That process of testing, setting, and resetting boundaries can be difficult to see in
an individual structure and is impossible for the now-demolished buildings included in
this study. Because men in Richmond's building trades often took to paper to validated
their claims and air their grievances, elements of that process survive in the written
record. Complaints to the governor, letters to friends, and orders for lumber merchants
all captured on the paper the various ways these men negotiated their place within
Richmond's evolving building culture, as well as their individual understandings of the
built environment they both created and occupied and their willingness to introduce new
practices to the coordinated system of knowledge and procedures that guided their
occupation.
The men who labored in Richmond's building trades drove the evolution of
construction practices as they worked throughout the city in the decades leading up to the
Civil War. As they experimented with new materials or introduced techniques, these
men adapted Richmond's building culture to accommodate new organizations of labor
and new technology. Ammi B. Young's 1858 Customs House, purpose-built to replace
the buildings rented from William O. George, incorporated the latest in fire-proof
technology, relying on iron beams to support the structure rather than wooden timbers.
New technologies, such as the Little Giant Brick Maker that “almost entirely dispensed
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with [manual labor] except for the purpose of feeding the machine and carrying away the
bricks,” highlight how mechanization began to alter the rhythms of work. Such changes
continued in the post-Civil War period as men in the building trades worked to rebuild
the burned-out areas of the city and learned to work with freedmen.3
This continued evolution of Richmond's building culture reinvented the cityscape,
giving rise to buildings like Old City Hall (1894), Main Street Station (1901), and the
First National Bank Building (1913). Built in the Victorian Gothic style, the Old City
Hall relied heavily on cast iron elements to support the three tiers of cast iron arcades
and a bridge to break up the spaces of the interior courtyard. Main Street Station,
designed in the Beaux Arts style, provided a a beautiful gateway to the city for rail
travelers, but the engineering marvel of the station was its exterior train shed. At 517 feet
long and 123 feet wide, the shed stood as an engineering marvel. The steel-frame
construction of the First National Bank Building allowed it to rise nineteen stories, and
claim prominence both as Richmond's first high-rise building and as the city's tallest
building until 1930. Each of these buildings introduced new elements of style and new
engineering challenges as the interiors spanned larger spaces, and the exteriors stretched
longer and higher than any Richmond buildings previously.4
These buildings continue to occupy spaces in Richmond's historic and
3 Ammi B. Young, United States, Treasury Dept., Custom House, Richmond, Virginia, 1852-1858,
Accession 36658, Architectural Drawings and Plans Collection, Library of Virginia, Richmond, Va.;
“Little Giant Brick Maker,” E. M. Coffield & Co., Richmond Business Directory and Merchants and
Manufacturers' Advertiser (Richmond: John W. Randolph, 1858), 48.
4 Robert P. Winthrop, Architecture in Downtown Richmond (Richmond: Junior Board of Historic
Richmond Foundation, 1982), 58; “Richmond City Hall, Richmond, Virginia,” Virginia Department of
Historic Resources, Virginia Landmarks Register 127-0003; “Main Street Station and Trainshed,
Richmond, Virginia,” Virginia Department of Historic Resources, Virginia Landmarks Register 1270172; “First National Bank Building, Richmond, Virginia,”Virginia Department of Historic Resources,
Virginia Landmarks Register 127-0381.
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contemporary landscapes due largely to preservation efforts and the continued utility
their spaces offer. The First and Merchants Bank maintained its headquarters in the First
National Bank Building until 1975, after which the building converted to rental office
spaces. Old City Hall and Main Street Station both saw their useful lives end about the
same time. The former closed in 1971 when city offices relocated to a new building,
while the latter shuttered in 1975 due to decreasing passenger rail traffic. Rehabilitation
efforts in the 1980s returned office spaces to Old City Hall, though subsequent deferred
maintenance has once again put the building in peril. Though shuttered for almost three
decades, restoration of Main Street Station saw it reopen in 2003. Today, it continues to
operate as a transportation hub for downtown Richmond and the shed is being converted
into a indoor market, tourism center, and event space.5
Not all buildings that once served useful purposes find such salvation as those
purposes fade. Completed in 1910, the Richmond Light Infantry Blues Armory housed
the preeminent battalion of Virginia's home defense. The vulnerable ground floor was
designed as a food market, while the upper floors were reserved for the military unit's
use. A single inconspicuous and easily guarded entrance connected the two. In the mid1980s, the Blues Armory was incorporated into a “festival marketplace” meant to unite
Richmond's African-American and white populations, as well as to reinvigorate Broad
5 First National Bank Building, Richmond, Virginia,” Virginia Department of Historic Resources,
Virginia Landmarks Register 127-0381; “Old City Hall,” National Park Service, accessed 9 October
2016, https://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/richmond/OldCityHall.html; “Main Street Station and Trainshed,”
National Park Service, accessed 9 October 2016,
https://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/richmond/MainSTStation.html; Michael Martz, "State moving ahead on
transformation of General Assembly Building, Old City Hall," Richmond Times-Dispatch, 29 March
2015, accessed 9 October 2016,
http://infoweb.newsbank.com/resources/doc/nb/news/154656E074665A38?p=AWNB; Graham
Moomaw, "Updated train shed seen as 'gateway'," Richmond Times-Dispatch, 5 June 2015 accessed 9
October 2016, http://infoweb.newsbank.com/resources/doc/nb/news/155C7436E442AB48?p=AWNB.

405

Street's commercial core. Plagued by financial issues and ownership disputes, the Sixth
Street Marketplace failed within a few years. The city demolished various elements of
the three-block enclosed shopping center in 2003. The Armory's food court, the last
surviving element of the Sixth Street Marketplace, closed in 2007. The Armory has been
empty since, though the city government is currently supporting attempts to unravel
ownership issues in order to allow it to consider renovation ideas.6
These structures occupy the landscape as artifacts of the building culture active
during their construction. They follow rules and procedures that are outdated and fulfill
needs the population no longer has. What purpose do they then have – and how should
contemporary building cultures engage them?
The possible answers reveal complexities of integrating old and new within a
single built landscape. Contemporary developers see a way to exploit gentrification
impulses as they rehabilitate former industrial spaces into luxury apartments. This resituates an older structure into the modern building culture as the redevelopment process
brings it up to code, uses cutting-edge energy efficient materials, and satisfies current
ideas about what forms a home, a building, or a neighborhood should take. Preservationminded individuals or those with an environmentally-based outlook often argue that the
greenest building is one that already exists, putting these structures into a larger
conversation about resource conservation within the built environment. Advocates for
6 “Blues Armory, Richmond, Virginia,” Virginia Department of Historic Resources, Virginia Landmarks
Register 127-0278; Ronald Wilson, “Richmond's 6th Street Marketplace: Assessment of a Failed
Festival Market” (master's thesis, MIT, 1989); “6th Street Marketplace," Richmond Times-Dispatch, 27
June 2016, accessed 9 October 2016,
http://infoweb.newsbank.com/resources/doc/nb/news/15DC5BD66D0A7CB0?p=AWNB; Rick Tatnall,
"A case for the Richmond Blues (Armory)," Richmond Times-Dispatch, 17 January 2016, accessed 9
October 2016, http://infoweb.newsbank.com/resources/doc/nb/news/15A79D9021B06B90?p=AWNB.
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historic resources argue for their value as artifacts. Frequently, this takes the form of
arguments about the people or the events significant in the building's history, or the
architectural integrity of the resource itself.
As artifacts of building cultures, these structures stand as something more. They
made tangible the otherwise intangible knowledge of their creators. In elevations and
plans, in bricks and mortar, in studs and nails, these buildings functioned as showpieces
for the men who built them. They encapsulated skills in materials, preserving those skills
for as long as the building stood. They also captured the collective identity of Richmond.
The citizenry and the city were mutually constitutive. Individuals understood the
physical landscape of the city by moving through it, using it, experiencing it, and
changing it to suit their needs. That physical landscape simultaneously informed their
movements through it, routing them up hills or around ravines. Buildings embodied the
evolving visions citizens shared of what their city should be: a classical capital, an
industrial center, or a safe and comfortable home near family. As artifacts then, these
building offer deep insights into the process of shaping the material worlds of the past.
Sometimes, those insights cannot balance against the present needs of the city.
When cultures evolve too far from those that facilitated the creation of an object, it is
often relegated to the status of relic. In an urban environment, where population density
demands the redevelopment of properties to create more usable space, relics have little
place. Understanding a city's building culture helps us to understand not only the
processes of creating a city, but also the processes of demolition and renewal. Building
culture, in determining the best practices to construct a city in the form its citizens desire
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in that moment, also plays a role in determining the life cycle of a building.
Richmond is a fortunate city in some ways. The depth of public attachment to
Virginia's past motivated several preservation movements. Mary Wingfield Scott's
efforts in the mid-twentieth century documented nineteenth century domestic architecture
that has since vanished. Scott's mission continues today in the Historic Richmond
Foundation, which works to shape the future of Richmond by preserving the city's
historic character and protecting its architectural legacy. In 2014, RVA Archaeology was
founded to “advance the discovery, protection, and interpretation of archaeological
resources in Richmond.” While not every historic building can survive in perpetuity,
such preservation efforts, including those that preserve the documentary record, ensure
that the efforts of the men who built Richmond, whether free or enslaved, white or
African-American, live on, even when the buildings themselves have long since
vanished.7

7 “Our Mission,” Historic Richmond Foundation, accessed 9 October 2016,
https://www.historicrichmond.com/what-we-do/our-mission/; RVA Archaeology, accessed 9 October
2016, http://richmondarchaeology.webs.com/.

408

Appendix
Tree Species Native to Virginia

Figure 52
Top: Native Range of Longleaf Pine
United States Forest Service, Silvics of North America
Bottom: Pinus paluustris Mill. - Longleaf Pine
USDA-NRCS PLANTS Database
Southern longleaf pine forests used to stretch across great swaths of Virginia. The
species grows slowly, making regrowth difficult in forests shared with faster-growing
species, and leading to its near extinction in the present day.
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Figure 53
Top: Native range of shortleaf pine
United States Forest Service, Silvics of North America
Bottom: Pinus echinata Mill. - Shortleaf Pine
USDA-NRCS PLANTS Database
Shortleaf pine is highly adaptable and boasts the widest range of any pine in the
southeastern United States. It can grow at elevations as low as ten feet, as well as above
three thousand feet, and is the least exacting of southern pine variants regarding
temperature and moisture.
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Figure 54
Top: Native range of eastern white pine
From United States Forest Service, Silvics of North America
Bottom: Pinus strobus L. - Eastern White Pine
USDA-NRCS PLANTS Database
Before the arrival of Europeans, virgin stands of eastern white pine contained an
estimated 3.4 billion cubic meters of lumber. By the late nineteenth century, most of
those vast stands had been logged and the species survived largely due to its rapid growth
patterns.
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Figure 55
Top: Native range of yellow poplar
From United States Forest Service, Silvics of North America
Bottom: Liriodendron tulipifera L.
USDA-NRCS PLANTS Database
Part of the Magnolia family, yellow poplar is an extremely versatile wood, despite being
somewhat dimensionally unstable. Today, it is often used as a substitute for increasingly
rare softwoods.
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Figure 56
Top: Native range of white oak
From United States Forest Service, Silvics of North America
Bottom: Quercus alba L. - White Oak
USDA-NRCS PLANTS Database
Widespread across easter North America, white oak heartwood often becomes plugged
with tyloses, making the wood impenetrable to liquids. This characteristic makes the
heartwood decay resistant, leading to its heavy use for ship building, cooperage, and
building sills.
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Figure 57
Top: Native range of Atlantic white cedar
From United States Forest Service, Silvics of North America
Bottom: Chamaecyparis thyoides (L.) B.S. P. - Atlantic White Cedar
USDA-NRCS PLANTS Database
Atlantic white cedar grows in a narrow coastal belt along eastern seaboard between
Maine and northern Florida. Naturally resistant to decay, it grows in fresh water swamps
and provides builders with a durable and lightweight material that resists the elements
well.
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Figure 58
Top: Native range of baldcypress
From United States Forest Service, Silvics of North America
Bottom: T. distichum (L.) Rich. var. distichum - Baldcypress
USDA-NRCS PLANTS Database
Old-growth cypress boasts the same decay resistance that cedar does, making it a
valuable material in the construction industry. Second-growth trees lack the decayresistant heartwood of the older trees, making cypress susceptible to rot for at least part of
its lifecycle.
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Figure 59
Top: Native range of eastern hemlock
From United States Forest Service, Silvics of North America
Bottom: Tsuga canadensis (L.) Carr.
USDA-NRCS PLANTS Database
While hemlock bark once served as a primary source of tannin for the leather industry,
the tree itself played relatively little role in Virginia's building culture. George's purchase
of three thousand hemlock planks may be been due to a particular use or a general sense
of experimentation with a new material.
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